
Parashat Shoftim: Refuge of the Incompetent
Rabbi Joshua Rabin, Astoria Center of Israel, Astoria, New York1

Devarim 20:5

טְרִים֮ודְִבְּר֣וּ ֹֽ םהַשּׁ ישׁלֵאמרֹ֒אֶל־הָעָ֣ י־הָאִ֞ רמִֽ האֲשֶׁ֨ בָּנָ֤
ךְחֲנכָ֔וֹולְֹ֣אבַֽיתִ־חָדָשׁ֙ בילֵֵ֖ ֹ֣ הפֶּן־ימָוּת֙לְבֵית֑וֹויְשָׁ בַּמִּלְחָמָ֔

ישׁ רואְִ֥ יחְַנכְֶנּֽוּ׃אַחֵ֖

Then, the officials shall address the troops as follows:
“Is there anyone who has built a new house but has not
dedicated it? Let him go back to his home, lest he die in

battle and another dedicate it.
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The essential point is that we do not have in our power
as human beings to do anything, or account for the

mitzvot or good deeds we perform, or to cleave to God’s
ways except through God, “creator of the fiery lights” of
love and fear of God that move in us. Surely, if God
were to say “I do not wish your service” then all the
“rams of Nebaiot” (Is. 60: 7) will not avail to purify

ourselves. What can we accomplish next to God? If we
are righteous, how does that affect God? And how can
God’s holiness and attachment to God occur in us if not
that God’s mercy is over all God’s works; and through
the love of God, as it says: “You, God, are loving; for

you reward a person according to their
(God’s?) deeds” (Ps. 62:13).
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Therefore, our devotions will not be established except
after we order our praise of God and also take stock of
our small worth and our true lowliness (after all, humans

are made out of gross matter, dust of the earth); we
cannot see with our eyes, hear with our ears or

understand with our hearts except as God makes it
possible: “Were it not for the One Who plants the ear it
would not be possible to hear; except for the One who
forms the eye it would not be possible to see” (Ps.

94:9). Further, we have no power to speak except as
God speaks, as it says: “Adonai, open my lips” (Ps.

51:17). Even our love and fear of God – are they not, in
the end, also God? Who is the Lover, if not the living

God Who fills our soul? And, Who is the Beloved, if not
God? And, what is the Love if not hewn from the very
being of divinity that extends into, connects and unifies
this lowly world, constricting itself into that microcosm
which is the human being? So, everywhere we stand,

2 Translation from Rabbi Samuel Feinsmith.
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עלמין.כלוממלאעלמין we are standing in God, for God is the place of the
world, surrounding all worlds and filling them, as well.
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When the love of God overtakes us, we cannot
conceive of its fullness, and we despise all our wealth in
its light. No thing matters compared to it, because it all
comes from God. The more we burn with love, and

understand the truth of this matter – that it is not of our
doing (what was it that we did to produce this? Can this
lump of clay do or think anything?), that it is the spirit of
God that speaks in us and His word is on our lips (cf. II
Sam. 2:23), and this love, is it not a brand removed
from the divine fire – Knowing this, we will burn with
enthusiasm more and more, pouring out our prayers

unceasingly, and the heavens will be inadequate sheets
and the seas insufficient ink to express the depth and

extent of space in the heart of the true lover of God, and
God’s presence at its innermost point such that the

breath that forms our words enflames the very heavens.
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Through this love we will naturally connect with all other
beings and people. We will know absolutely that this
love is the flow of supernal blessing, that we receive it
without merit and are unable to produce it except as
God wills to send it to us. If God were to give this love
as a gift to our fellow she, too, would burn with love of
God. Realizing this, we recognize that we have nothing
over our fellow. The proof of this is that in the absence
of this love, we are like all other people in the material
world: sometimes we are spiritually connected, and

sometimes out of it; sometimes when we are out in the
world our thoughts race around like an “arrow that flies
by day” (cf. Ps. 91:5) in a thousand different ways, like
all other people. So, when we have one quality, we are
like this person; and when we have another quality, then

we are like any other person led by desire. And,
realizing that, we love all other Jews, even the wicked
ones; we know absolutely that we are related, and that
we are connected to them. We have nothing over them,
except that which is given to us from heaven. So, when
we are raised up through love of God, all others are
raised with us; since we are connected with them, we

share one soul. In each quality that we have or develop,
we are connected with them – in their thousands and

myriad – and so when we rise, they rise with us.

2. Refuge of the Incompetent
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Violence is the last refuge of the incompetent.
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