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Rabbi Carmy is editor of Tradition. 

EPILOGUE:
“THEY DIDN’T RETURN HOME”

The centerfold of Yediot Aharonot for August 18, 2006 features
photographs of 156 Israelis, soldiers and civilians, Jews and
Arabs, men, women, and children, who were killed in the recent

war. The headline reads: “They Didn’t Return Home.” Below, in smaller
print: “Each one of them a world in himself, lives cut off in a moment.
They left hundreds of weeping mothers, broken fathers, dozens of
orphans and widows. Look in their eyes.”

The Torah says that a man who has built a house and not inaugu-
rated it, or who has planted a vineyard and not enjoyed its fruit, or who
has betrothed a wife and not consummated the marriage, is free from
military service, “lest he die in battle and another” take his place (Deut
20:5ff). From a purely utilitarian viewpoint, this law can be improved
upon: the killing of a married man with dependent children, or the
owner of a flourishing vineyard, surely causes more harm to society
than the death of one who has merely approached these milestones. In
fact, Western nations provide exemptions from military service for such
people; likewise, for families that have already lost sons in battle.

The Torah makes no such provision. Apparently this law in the
Torah is concerned not primarily with the weeping mothers, broken
fathers, orphans and widows, but with the unique destiny of each indi-
vidual. Every death is sad. There is a sense that every life ends prema-
turely, be it the young person with all tomorrows before her or the
mature individual who has raised a family and now looks forward to nur-
turing grandchildren. And yet there is something especially poignant
about the person who dies not having had his or her chance at all, abort-
ed dramatically and conspicuously on the verge of achievement, with no
harvest of success and failure on their ledger. Quite apart from the effect
on others, it is terribly wrong that a human being is sent to death in
these circumstances.

That is why the Torah singles out for protection the individual who
built a house but has not lived in it, who has betrothed a wife and not
lived with her. The law may simply reflect the dismay we feel at such a
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tragedy (Rashi calls it davar shel agmat nefesh). Or, as Rashbam and Ibn
Ezra maintain, its purpose is to preserve morale, since the soldier preoc-
cupied with his private life, like the fearful individual mentioned later in
the chapter, may fight without courage; and his death is liable to dis-
hearten his comrades. 

Even Rashbam and Ibn Ezra, according to whom the law does not
express divine norm, but rather normal human perception, recognize
how appalling it is when the soldier, poised to enter his home or his
marriage, falls in war. We are appalled because we feel deeply that a
human being who has worked to construct a life deserves fulfillment.

Communists and nationalists, agreeing with the utilitarian perspec-
tive, would deplore this law. The individual’s fate is not tragic; he has
value only as part of the larger collective. The loss of his or her inner
world has no importance except as it affects the cause, and is not cause
for regret or disillusion. The Ribbono shel Olam is not a Communist or
a nationalist or any other kind of “ist.” When we contemplate war, He
directs our attention to the individual worlds of action and hope that
war threatens to efface.

II

Av turns to Elul. How are we to respond, who have not been killed, who
probably do not know the dead personally, who have not suffered the
pain and injury of the wounded, the physical fear, the destruction, the
scorching heat, the lack of water and food? And how shall we respond to
our American compatriots, victims of terror, or soldiers in the struggle to
bring terror to bay? At the level of gemilut hesed (charity), our efforts go
out to the living, the survivors, and our obligation is to make their lives
easier. The dead are beyond our ability to help or harm, and if we look
into their eyes, it is as a spur to do something for the living, for their
comrades and families, and perhaps, if it is within our power, to spare
others the same fate.

But an additional response is called for: “What are we? What is our
life?” What do we intend to make of our lives? It is often alleged that
modern people, even modern Orthodox people, do not cry on Yom Kip-
pur because we are too secure, too arrogant in our worldly competence:
we trust modern medicine to solve our physical ills and insurance to pro-
tect us from economic woes, and so we do not fear God.

Often it is said that modern people are too self-centered to respond
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to God. However, one great impediment to yirat Shamayim is not that
we think too much of ourselves but that we care too little about our
unique destinies as individuals standing before God. The eyes we meet in
the 156 photographs of dead Israelis, Jews and Arabs, men, women, and
children, heroes and bystanders, remind us not only that human life is
fragile and not at all secure, but also that every human being is a world
in himself, and that it is a terrible thing when our lives are denied their
proper fulfillment. That includes us, as we stand before the Ribbono shel
Olam’s throne of judgment and, repenting, try to set our lives in order.


