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Parashat Shoftim
“From Destruction to Construction”
Rav M. Elon
We return after the Bein ha-Zemanim (Yeshivah break from studies), after so much crisis and destruction.  It is our duty to understand how we take this crisis and destruction and implement it as a building block for the future and the next stage of our development.  Somebody told me that as she was being evicted from her home, one of the Gush Katif women turned to the Heavens and said: “Lord of the Universe, I have just given my home, now You give Your home.”
This week we will study in a manner different to that which we employed in our usual shi’urim.  We will involve ourselves in a different type of study, study that we may term “contemporary thoughts,” which will the lead to a Teshuvah (repentance).  Teshuvah that is in fact the essence of our current reality, the days of Elul.
There is a famous story of Rabi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk with which I would like to open tonight.  It was at the start of Elul that the community awaited his inspirational discourse.  The whole community sat in anticipation, eagerly awaiting their Rabbi’s every word.  Rabi Menachem Mendel came to the gathering, sat down in silence for a few minutes, and then suddenly roared in a great voice: “Elul!”  He then descended the podium and left.  What Rabi Menachem Mendel desired to teach them transcended words and rational content.  The congregation indeed had learned – not through an intellectual lecture, but rather in a lecture to their hearts, which is of primary importance.
I would like to add one more introductory remark.  There are people whose entire conceptual and ideological worlds are in confusion.  For them Teshuvah is understood as “self-flagellation.”  Indeed, self-flagellation is severe, however the Teshuvah must rather be “What can I do differently from that which I have done thus far?”  May these be words of thoughts of Teshuvah and not of self-flagellation.
It is superfluous to mention that the crisis is of tremendous proportions and terribly calamitous.  I merited to be in Gush Katif during the final weeks, feeling the might of the sanctity, the faith and the purity.  Therefore, after experiencing so much sanctity in Gush Katif one certainly feels the loss, the deficiency and the absence.  One feels the immense pain at the colossal humiliation, the pain of the great faith that seems to have being of no assistance.  One feels the pain of ‘the knife in one’s back’ together with the fully justified fury.
We are caught up in the might of the soul, seeing waves of evictees from every Yishuv (Settlement) arriving at the Western Wall in torn clothes, night after night.  Slowly the process accelerates and then the people in their torn clothes join together in song, a song that turns into rows upon rows of people moving in circles singing, and these circles turn into the tremendous power that is about to burst forth.  And above all this is the realization and the knowledge that no-one is naive – these noble people have just been uprooted from everything.
You can feel the power in the air, the anticipation for a continuation, for suitable vessels that can receive this phenomenal power.
However, I would like to begin with a different crisis, the point when I suddenly understood everything.  It was during the past week, the week of the funerals and re-burials, which concluded with the funeral of the fifteen deceased who were re-interred on Har ha-Zeitim.  It was during those funerals that the thoughts of what had transpired during that week filled every crevice of one’s thoughts. You attend the funeral of Tal Ben-Shushan z”l who died of an illness before her father was murdered – and you think to yourself that these funerals certainly have the ability to awaken the basic empathy in every human being.  This is something that transcends the mere politics of these events. Does it matter what one’s political stance is in order to truly appreciate the anguish of an entire cemetery, the final resting place of our fellow Jews, that has being uprooted and overturned, for the first time ever in the history of Erez Yisra’el?  This itself is a horrifying fact.
Are one’s base human emotions not awakened by such an incidence?  Yet then you say to yourself that from now on we will all be partners.  Then, however, you lift your eyes and see that the majority of those who surround are “National Religious” Israelis.
It is impossible to explain this by saying that it was ‘too difficult’ to reach the funeral ceremony since it took place in the center of Yerushalayim.  Once again you lift your eyes and you understand the astonishing fact that this appears to be a gathering of the crocheted kippot’s political party.
The first reaction is one of anger.  Yet after one further digests the phenomenon, the need arises to understand what is taking place before one’s eyes.  The thought that steals into your mind is that the power and might of Sderot, Netivot, and Kfar Maimon was tremendous – yet it remained within only one population.
Thus we may say that this is simply our reality, and this is what people are like – in my opinion such a statement is a terrible sin.  Instead of this approach we must consider the roots of this terrible crisis.  In direct relation to this I would like to relate a personal story.
Almost eleven years have passed since the cruel deaths of Nachshon Waksman and Nir Poraz at the hands of iniquitous terrorists.

For those of us who were young then, Nachshon Waksman was a soldier on the way home to his house in Ramot, Yerushalayim.  He was kidnapped and held approximately one and half kilometers from there, in Dir Nevallah.  This incident culminated in a bold attempt by the I.D.F. to free him, an operation which failed, costing the lives of Nachshon and the commander of the unit of Sayeret Matkal (Elite commando unit), Nir Poraz.
Prior to the operation, which took place on Friday night, Shabbat, was a most pressured week.  At the climax of the week was a mass Tefillah at the Kotel for Nachshon’s welfare, where I merited to be the Shali’ah Zibbur (“Emissary of the congregation” – person who leads the prayers).
The interest in this Tefillah was tremendous. Throughout the world communities contacted the offices in the offices of Yeshivat Horev to find out which chapters of Tehillim were to be recited and what exact time the Tefillah was to take place.  Many non-Jews too enquired as to the exact time of the Tefillah.
I don’t remember the Kotel square ever being that packed – other than the first day of Shavu’ot immediately after the liberation of Yerushalayim in 5727 (1967).  It was the second time that I saw the Kotel enveloped by so many people – so many people of so many different population groupings throughout the country. 

In that Tefillah for Nachshon Kelal Yisra’el (The entire Jewish nation) was present, religious, ultra-Orthodox, secular, the emotion was overwhelming.  Men came to the Kotel and requested kippot – yet there were none to give them for so many had been given out to other secular men.

On Friday, Esther Waksman requested that all of Am Yisra’el should add one Shabbat candle for her son.  The response to this request was incredible – even those who do not usually light Shabbat Candles lit Shabbat Candles and an additional one for Nachshon.  The whole atmosphere leading to that Shabbat was one of expectancy for Nachshon: an empty plate set on the table for him in the hope that Nachshon was about to walk through the door.
On Shabbat night I made my way from Yeshivat Horev to the home of Yehudah and Esther Waksman.  Jerusalemites certainly know the steep ascent from the Yeshivah towards Ramot.  As I am ascending the steep slope an army jeep stops along the way.  A soldier steps out of the jeep – and in his face I see everything there is to know.  My only question was: “Who else was killed?”  Still in a confused state he mumbles that he heard that a member of the commando unit was also killed.
I asked him whether the family knew, and he answered in the affirmative, adding that the Ramatkal (Chief of Staff) himself, Ehud Barak, went to deliver the terrible information.  I thought that indeed everything had transpired in the ‘back yard’ of Nachshon’s home.  The soldier asked me to join him, yet I said I would continue by foot as they no longer required me.
After a long time I arrived at Nachshon’s house.  Nachshon’s father, Yehudah, opened the door for me, he was about to retire for the night after the extremely difficult and tiring week that he had endured, yet he waited for me.
I entered their home, and we began to talk.  When we finished talking we went outside and he told me what had happened and that the Ramatkal had told him that the commander of the elite commando unit had been killed in his attempt to free Nachshon.  Nir had lost his father when he was still an infant when his father was killed in the battle at the Suez Canal.  Nir was an only child who grew up without a father, an orphan, the son of a widow who has lost her husband in war defending Am Yisra’el, and now she had lost her only son.
At this point Yehudah, Nachshon’s father, made two requests of me.  He said that tomorrow, after Shabbat, Nachshon’s funeral will take place, with all of Am Yisra’el in attendance.  Yehudah requested that I eulogize his son, and that I speak in a manner that Nachshon would have enjoyed were he to be present.
He said as follows: “You know what Nachshon would like to hear.  I am certain that at the funeral he will come to you and say, ‘HaRav!  Answer me!  Did they help?  Did all the Tefillot help?’”  “So I am requesting,” said Nachshon’s father, “that you answer him.”
I replied that I did not know what to respond.  Then Yehudah said to me: “I will tell you what to say to him, something that I told him numerous times when he was a young child – that the difference between a young child and an older boy is not that the young child has many requests and the older child has no requests. To the contrary, the young child has small requests while the older child has far larger requests.  The difference is that the young child is only prepared to receive the word ‘Yes’ in response to his requests.  In his understanding there is no possibility of a negative response.  However a child who has matured understands that his father may respond in two possible manners – in the affirmative or the negative.  In other words, “no” is also a response.”
And then Yehudah said to me: “HaRav, tell Nachshon that we prayed and pleaded, and the response we received was ‘No.’”
I was astounded.  I wished him “Shabbat Shalom” and attempted to leave, yet he held me back and said there was one more issue he wanted to discuss.
He said (more or less) as follows: “Tomorrow, after Shabbat, Nachshon’s funeral will take place, and everyone will be there.  The next day, in Kfar Sha’ul, Nir’s funeral will take place, and again everyone will be there.”  Then he said to me: “After the funerals Sunday night will come and the ‘festival’ will be over.”  

“Tell me,” he added, “What are you going to do to ensure that all this continues?  You see how high Nachshon lifted all of us during this week?  Where are you going to go, and what are you going to do to make it continue?”

These were the incidents of that Shabbat night of “וַיֵּלְכוּ שְׁנֵיהֶם יַחְדָּו” – “And they walked together” (Bereshit 22:6 et al. i.e. Parashat Va-Yera) in the month of Heshvan 5755 (1994).
I participated in both funerals, and very simply all of Kelal Yisra’el were present – first at Nachshon’s funeral on Moza’ei Shabbat (Saturday night), and then afterwards on Sunday afternoon in Kfar Sha’ul at the military funeral of Nir Poraz.

The contrast of the backgrounds of these two men was tremendous.  Nachshon was my student in the Yeshivah, in Horev; Nir was the leader of a Meretz cell in the Sharon, and despite this there was a tremendous feeling of “together.”
The next day I attended Nir Poraz’s funeral.  On the one side of the grave stood a small woman, Nir’s mother, and next to her was an officer, a colonel, most proably a close friend of the family, possibly from Nir’s father’s service in the army.  Nir’s mother asked me to eulogize her son, and I requested to offer the final eulogy.

All the eulogizers offered very emotional and moving words.  And then, just prior to my eulogy the colonel approached me and made a request on behalf of Nir’s mother.
“HaRav, Mati (Nir’s mother) requests that your eulogy contain neither Torah, nor Tefillah nor politics.”

As he completed this request it was my turn to eulogize Nir, of course I had no opportunity to fully digest what he had requested of me.
I offered the eulogy while the whole time I envisioned Nachshon before me, and then I realized that when I had eulogized Nachshon yesterday I had envisioned Nir before my eyes.

Then, after I concluded, Mati said to me: “Why do you say that you did not know Nir?  You knew him very well!”

The funeral concluded, and I walked among the trees offloading the terrible burden of that harrowing week.

The most troubling notion was acknowledging the great chasm between how I had felt during the funeral, and how I felt then, minutes later.  Now I understood Yehudah Waksman’s words.  I had never felt the feeling of togetherness as I felt then.  Nachshon was Nir, and Nir was Nachshon.  I was the representative of Nachshon’s family at that funeral.  Nir’s mother asks me to offer a eulogy, yet she sends the officer to tell me not to talk politics.  In other words there was something in me that frightened her, for what ‘politics’ can one discuss at such a gathering?  However the fear melted away, becoming a feeling of tremendous togetherness.
Let us return to what has been occurring now.  On Thursday, on the slopes of Har ha-Zeytim, when I saw the one-dimensional homogenous make-up of the participants, I understood that we are far behind the tremendous togetherness of Nachshon and Nir.
Yehudah Waksman taught me a lesson in faith.  He taught me that even “no” is a Divine response.  And just as the affirmative “yes” is replete with God’s grace and mercy, so too is the negative response, only that in the reality of our world it is difficult to perceive this.
Indeed, we are far more prepared for an answer of “yes,” yet it is far more difficult to deal with a negative of response of “no” – for we are far less prepared for this response.  However we must know that the answer is not always going to be in the affirmative, and how do we know that next time the answer will be “yes,” even if all indications in reality bode this outcome, who says that the next time the answer will be “no?”
This is in fact the story of David who has a son born to him by Batsheva, and the child is ill.  David knows from the prophet that this son will die, yet he does everything in his power to attempt to alter the Heavenly decree, paying heed to no man.  Ultimately the child dies, and David’s close companions do not know how he will accept this turn of events.  However when he hears, David arises, washes himself and eats a meal, saying: ‘As long as it was possible, I requested and pleaded, now the answer has been given.’  [Cf. Shemu’el II 12:18-23.]
This is in fact the concept of Eliyahu who will come prior to the arrival of the Mashi’ah which the Rambam describes most beautifully as follows:

"יראה מפשוטן של דברי נביאים שבתחילת ימות המשיח תהיה מלחמת גוג ומגוג, ושקודם מלחמת גוג ומגוג יעמוד נביא לישר ישראל ולהכין ליבם ...ואינו בא לא לטמא את הטהור ולא לטהר את הטמא...אלא לשום שלום בעולם שנאמר 'וְהֵשִׁיב לֵב אָבוֹת עַל בָּנִים וְלֵב בָּנִים עַל אֲבוֹתָם.'"
“From the literal meaning of the words of the prophets it would seem that at the start of the Messianic Era there will be the war of Gog and Magog, and prior to the war of Gog and Magog a prophet will arise to straighten Yisra’el and prepare their hearts… and he (the Mashi’ah) will not come to render the pure impure or to purify the impure… rather to bring peace to the world, as the verse states: ‘And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the children to their fathers’ (Mal’akhi 3:24).”
(Hilkhot Melakhim 12:2)
When one is involved in the pure and holy noble desire to bring the Mashi’ah and the redemption – then everything becomes extremely powerful and intense; this is quite natural for one deals with the tremendous expanses of truth and ideals.  However before the mashi’ah comes we need Eliyahu the Prophet in order to remind us that we can only bring the mashi’ah when we are together.
I would like to say this clearly and explicitly so that we may fully understand these issues.

Approximately a month and a half ago one of my students at Yeshivat ha-Kotel approached me with a question prior to going out on a “Face-to-Face” activity
.  

He told me that he was going to a family which he had already visited twice, and now this was his third visit. He felt that he had made progress, and he was developing a relationship with them.  Then he reached the crux of his question: “I live in a communal religious settlement (not in Gush Katif), what happens if this family tells me that I have convinced them and now they want to live in my settlement – what do I say to them?  Must I say that there are acceptance committees and that my settlement is not open to them?”
Nothing further needs to be said.

To myself I thought even further: What happens if they say that they would like to send their children to our educational framework – would we also tell them that it is closed to their children?

In my opinion one of the greatest characteristics of the community referred to as the “National Religious” community is that we came to Erez Yisra’el to establish one big community, not numerous smaller communities.
When I was a young child and I would come to Bnei Akiva camp, ninety percent of the children lived in the cities, and the remaining ten percent lived in settlements.  Today, the situation is exactly the opposite.  Ninety percent of the children come from settlements, and ten percent from the cities.  On one hand we have an astounding phenomenon before us of settlement and pioneering, which I most certainly do not mean to slight, yet on the other hand there is the problem of withdrawing into separate distinct communities.
If we take for example the city of Tel Aviv, fifty years ago there were approximately five hundred Batei Knesset open to the public.  Today the situation is far gloomier.  The Beit Knesset of the Admor ha-Haluz (The ‘Pioneer Rebbe’) for example, has been turned into a rehabilitation center for Phillipinos, and many other have turned into narcotic dens. 
This is a process which began decades ago, whereby the Haredi (Ultra-Orthodox) community left Tel Aviv for Benei Berak.  The residents of Benei Berak do not desire to participate in the army, and they do not desire that the army protect them either.
Our community, the National-Religious community has also left Tel Aviv.  We leave Tel Aviv, for example, and we establish ‘Religious cities’ where we try to affect changes in the communal agenda. We serve in the army and demand as our right that the army protect us.  Yet slowly clear defining lines arise, cataloging different communities, and then statements are heard that we are “taking over the army,” something which does not serve to placate the general atmosphere.
And so a growing chasm is created, with each grouping worrying only about itself, and then as you ascend the slopes of Har ha-Zeitim the whole ceremony is understood as the gathering of one particular group alone.
We must consider the great proportions of the divide and the chasm amongst us.  For example, between sixty-five to seventy percent of the Israeli youth have never been to the Kotel, according to the statistics of the Head of Manpower in the army.  This leads to the thought that when the next ‘Disengagement’ is suggested, and it does not seem to be that far away, will the youth feel any sense of relevance to the Kotel?

From where will the salvation arise?  From where will the empathy arise?  From whatever political power we possess?  We have just learned a lesson of how everything can be overturned, of how nothing is in our hands.
The only way to pre-empt the next ‘Disengagement’ is to ensure that the maximum number of Israeli children visit the Kotel.  The “Face-to-Face” project must not be an ad-hoc project, an operation which is set in motion when they are suddenly robbing you of your great faith in the Mashi’ah and the redemption.
Indeed, it is at moments like these that one can lose faith in everything!  Yet then I ask myself and my friends why it is we did not give up hope when the State trampled Shabbat.  Or when it trampled the judiciary system of our Torah?  Why were we not despondent then?  Do we define Erez Yisra’el as our central issue while the others are not?  Or is it because we know we carry a message and have a goal, and we are active among many different people to this end.
In this struggle we received a Divine response, we received an answer: “No!”  A difficult answer, yet on the other hand I am optimistic, very optimistic!  In one sentence I would like to say that Rabi Aiva was one man, yet we have seen that Rabi Akiva is a whole phenomenon in our contemporary times.  The struggle against the “Disengagement Plan” caused such great forces of faith, of purity, and of truth to burst forth at the climax of their might.  Now we must truly consider how we are to cause this power to continue.  Specifically through the terrible crisis we learned tat it is impossible to inculcate values through political force, but rather through the forces of love and nobility that we witnessed, and therefore I am optimistic.
While sobbing the Brigade Commander in Nezer Hazani told me: “We prepared the soldiers for every possible eventuality, however for the ‘Eventuality of nobility’ we did not prepare them – for we did not know a thing about it.”  This is one of the greatest expressions of power and might that we are dealing with.
In summary, then, we must remember that “No” is also a Divine response filled with grace and benevolence even if in the reality of the world it is difficult to perceive this.  The terrible destruction that we witnessed will Please God be the basis on which we will build with far greater power.
The essential issue is as the famous story related in the Gemara at the end of Masekhet Makot 
 regarding Rabi Akiva and his contemporaries who saw a fox exit the location of the Holy of Holies on Har ha-Bayit – they wept, yet he laughed.  Rabi Akiva understood that “No” is also a Divine response, and that this is also positive and good; and despite the terrible destruction the forces of rebuilding and rejuvenation will be far greater.  For we will soon merit:
"עֹד יֵשְׁבוּ זְקֵנִים וּזְקֵנוֹת בִּרְחֹבוֹת יְרוּשָׁלִָם."
“Old men and old women shall again dwell in the streets of Jerusalem.”

(Zekharyah 8:4)

I would like to conclude as I began, by quoting that woman from Gedid: “Lord of the Universe, I have just given my home, now You give Your home.”

And we will add that we will do all that we can in order that we will merit to see God’s Home in its reconstruction.  Amen.

Translated by Sholem Hurwitz.
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� The “Face-to-Face” program saw hundreds of people going out to thousands of homes throughout Israel in order to meet and discuss the various pressing issues and events in Israel in general, and in particular regarding the connection of the Jew to his land in light of the ‘Disengagement Plan.’] 





� Makot 24.
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