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Humanity and War:
Their Prisoners, and Ours

How do we treat their prisoners of war?
The Eishet Yifat To'ar as a model

Deuteronomy 21:10-14
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10. When you go out to war against your
enemies and Hashem your God delivers
them into your hand, and you carry away a
captive, 11. And you see among the
captives a beautiful woman, and you desire
her, and you take her to be a wife, 12. You
should take her to your house, and she will
shave her head and cut her nails, 13. And
she will put on the dress of captivity and
remain in your house, and bewail her
father and her mother for a full month.
And after that, you can take her and marry
her, and she will a wife for you. 14. And if
will be that if you do not take pleasure in
her, you should let her go where she
wishes. But you must not sell her at all for
money, nor shall you treat her as a slave,
for you have humbled her.
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e Reading these verses, what restrictions do you notice? Why do you think they

are put there?

Does the Torah seem to feel that marrying this woman is equal to marrying any

other? How do you explain this tone?

Why do you think that the woman cannot be turned into a slave? What makes

her different from other people who might have been captured at war? How
does the Torah explain this difference?

Rashi on Deuteronomy 21:11
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And you take her to be a wife: The
Torah only speaks of this because of the
Evil Inclination (Yetzer HaRah.) For if the
Holy One, Blessed Be He, would not permit
her, he would live with her illicitly.
However, if he does marry her, he will hate
her in the end, as it says afterward, "If a
man has [two wives, one beloved and one
hated], etc." And ultimately, he will father
from her a stubborn and rebellious son.
That is why these sections adjoin each
other.
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Rambam, The Guide of the Perplexed 3:41

And he is not allowed sexual intercourse with her for the second time before her grief
has calmed down and her sorrow has been quieted. And she shall not be forbidden to
grieve, to be disheveled, and to weep, as the text says: "And she shall bewail her
father and her mother, etc." For those who grieve find solace in weeping and in
arousing their sorrow until their bodily forces are too tired to bear this affection of the
soul... Therefore, the Law has had pity on her and gave her the possibility to do so until

she is weary of weeping and of grieving.

Ramban on Deuteronomy 21:12
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The reason for her mourning according to
the opinion of our Rabbis is so that she
may become repulsive, so that his desire
for her may wane. And Ibn Ezra wrote
that the Torah assigned her a period in
accordance with the custom of those who
weep for the dead in honor her father and
mother, who died in battle... According to
my opinion, this respite is not intended to
show compassion for her, but to eliminate
the names of the idols from her mouth and
her heart. The wandering away and
separation from her father and her mother
and her people, for it is improper to
cohabit with a woman who is coerced and
in mourning.
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e Rashi, Rambam, and Ramban all offer very different explanations of why there
are so many restrictions around the Eshet Yifat To'ar. Which one resonates most

with you, and why?

e Ramban seems much less sympathetic to her plight than the others. Why do

you think that is?

e How would you balance the values of eradicating idolatry, maintaining the
woman's humanity, and acknowledging the inherent weaknesses of the human
spirit? Do you agree with each thinker's assessment of these concerns?

Rambam, Laws of Kings 8:9

N P19 0d5n MoYn n"am

A Yifat To'ar who does not wish to abandon
idol worship after twelve months is put to
death. Similarly, a treaty may not be
made with a city to accept a peaceful
settlement until they denounce idolatry,
destroy their places of worship, and accept
the Seven Mitzvot of the Sons of Noach.
For every gentile who does not accept
these commandments but be executed if
they are under our authority.
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How does Rambam use the Yifat To'ar to teach a larger lesson?
What conditions are necessary to create a pluralistic society with prisoners of

war?

e How can we apply these values-- or our own values, if we disagree-- to larger

issues surrounding prisoners of war?




How far we do we go to redeem our prisoners?

Genesis 14:10-16
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10. And the Valley of Sidim was full of tar
wells. The Kings of Sodom and Amorah
fled and fell into them, while the rest fled t
a mountain. 11. They took all of the wealth
of Sodom and Amorah, and all of their
food, and they departed. 12. They seized
Lot, the nephew of Avram, and all of his
wealth, and they left, for he had been
living in Sodom. 13. A fugitive came and
told Avram the Hebrew, who was dwelling
with Elonei of Mamre, the brother of Ashkol
and the brother of Aner, and they were the
allies of Avram. 14. Avram heard that his
kinsman had been taken captive, and he
armed his discipleswho had been born in
his house-- 318 of them-- and he pursued
them as far as Dan. 15. He and his
servants deployed upon them at night and
struck them; he pursued them as far as
Hobah, which is north of Damascus. 16. He
brought back all of their wealth, and also
Lot and all of his wealth, as well as the
women and the people.
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e What do we learn about redeeming captives from this story?
e What do you make of the language here? Does it seem like Avram is acting out
of a sense of obligation? What about the fact that the text mentions him

recovering the wealth first?

e The text seems to imply that you should even go to war to redeem captives. Do

you agree with this assessment?

Psalms 146:7-9
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Who secures justice for those who are
wronged, gives food to the hungry.
Hashem sets prisoners free; Hashem
restores sight to the blind; Hashem makes
those who are bent stand straight; Hashem
loves the righteous; Hashem watches over
the stranger; He gives courage to the
orphan
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Bava Batra 8b
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Redeeming capitves is a great miztvah.
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Tosafot on Bava Batra 8b
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Redeeming captives is a great
mitzvah: And this is what it says in
chapter The Sons of the City (in Masechet
Megillah): It is forbidden to sell a sefer
Torah except to learn Torah and to marry a
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woman. And it isn't taught there to
redeem captives, because this matter is
obvious, and you don't need to teach it.

Tosafot on Gittin 58a
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All money that they demand from you:
If there is mortal danger, we redeem
captives for more than their value, as we
see in Gittin, (ch. 4) in the case of one who
sold himself and his children to non-Jews;
all the more so here, where there is death.
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¢ How is redeeming captives compared to other mitzvot? What links does it have

to other mitzvot?

Why is such a premium put on this mitzvah?
Should this still be the community's top priority today? What would be the
arguments for and against having this as a central focus?

Rambam, Laws of Gifts to the Poor
8:10
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Redeeming captives takes precedence over
providing food and clothing for the poor.
There is no greater mitzvah than
redeeming captives, for the captive is in
the category of the starving, the thirsting,
and the naked, indeed in danger of losing
his own life. One who remains indifferent
to his redemption transgresses, “"Do not
harden your heart," and "Do not clench
your hand," and "Do no stand idly by blood
of your brother,” and "he shall rule
ruthlessley in your sight," and "You shall
open your hand to your poor," and "Your
brother shall live with you," and, “Love
your neighbor as yourself,” and "Save
those taken to their death." There is no
more inclusive mitzvah than redeeming
captives.
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Shuilchan Arukh, Yoreh Deah, Laws of
Tzedakah 252:3
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Every moment that you delay redeeming
captives, when you could free them, it is as
if you have spilled blood.
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How is the value of redeeming captives handed down in halakha?
Both the Rambam and the Shulchan Arukh put a very high premium on
redeeming captives. What gives this mitzvah a sense of urgency?

e How does the Rambam explain why this mitzvah takes precedence? Do you
agree with his assessment that many other mitzvot fit under the umbrella of this

one?




