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1. Class Summary

“If a matter eludes you in judgment, between blood and blood, between judgment and
judgment, or between lesion and lesion, words of dispute in your cities, then you shall rise and
go up to the place the Lord, your G-d, chooses,” states the Torah in Deuteronomy in the portion
of Shoftim.

The greatest Kabbalist in Jewish history, Rabbi Isaac Luria (16th century), interprets this verse to
be addressing the historical enigma of the disproportionate suffering of the Jewish people;
suffering which seems to be in complete contrast to the systems of justice G-d Himself
established in the Torah! He explains that this is all caused by the quarrels, strife, and
dissension among Jews themselves. This class explores the tragedy of strife and explains the
extraordinary blessing when there is unity and love.

The Midrash makes a powerful contrast between two biblical generations of Jews, one pagan
and the other monotheistic.

The generation living during the reign of the evil King Achav was full of pagan idol worshippers.
Yet, these sinful Jews were victorious in their wars against their enemies. Why? Because of their
mutual accord and respect; they learned to like each other and get along.

On the other hand, the generation of Jews living during the reign of King David was very
religious and observant, clinging ferociously to the Jewish faith in a single universal G-d. Yet
they died in war. Why? The sages say, because they despised and informed upon each other.

The ultimate test for the integrity and spirituality of a human being in Judaism is not in one’s
scholarship, faith or religious observance, but in our capacity to love the stranger, to transcend
the ego, and to escape the traps of divisiveness and hate.
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2. Sources:

1. Shoftim
17:8

8. If a matter eludes you in judgment, between blood
and blood, between judgment and judgment, or
between lesion and lesion, words of dispute in your
cities, then you shall rise and go up to the place the
Lord, your God, chooses.
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2. Likutei Torah (Rabbi Yitzchak Luria, Safed, 1534 —
1572)

Shoftim 17:8

Our Sages said: At the time of the destruction of the
Temple, the ministering angels asked the Almighty:

Master of the Universe!

It is written in Your Torah, ‘And if you [slaughter an
animal] and spill its blood, you shall cover it with dirt’
and now [after the destruction of Jerusalem] ‘Their
blood is spilt like water...” and ‘Her blood is in her
midst...”?

You wrote in Your Torah: ‘On one day do not slaughter
an animal and its child’ and now ‘the children are
slaughtered...”?

You wrote in Your Torah [regarding a house that
contracted leprosy and must be destroyed] ‘You shall
empty out the house [to save its contents]...” and now
‘They burnt the House of G-d, and all of it treasures
were destroyed...”?

The Almighty replied: Is there peace in the world? If
there is no peace, then there is nothing left at all.

All of this is hinted to in this verse: ‘If a matter eludes
you in judgment, between blood and blood’ this refers
to the law that blood must be covered. ‘Between
judgment and judgment’ this refers to the law
prohibiting the slaughter of parent and child. ‘Between
lesion and lesion’ this refers to the law of leprosy in the
house.

The response to all of this is: ‘Words of dispute in your
cities.” It is all caused by fights and lack of peace.

And the verse concludes: ‘You shall rise and go up to
the place’, through Jerusalem, the city that ‘unites all as
one,” where all Jews become friends, and through the
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Torah, peace will be mediated amongst them.

3. Hoshea
4:17

17. Ephraim is joined to idols; leave him alone.
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4. Tractate Derech Eretz

7:37

Rabbi Elazar Hakappar says: Love peace and hate
dispute. Great is peace, because even as Jews worship
idolatry, if there is peace amongst them, G-d says ‘l do
not wish to touch them’ as it is written, ‘Ephraim is
joined to idols; leave him alone.’ But regarding dispute
it is written ‘Their hearts are divided now they will be
indicted.” How great is peace and how hated is dispute!

What does this mean?

A city that is torn by fighting will be destroyed, as our
Sages say, ‘A conflict in the city leads to murder.” A
synagogue that is torn by fighting will be destroyed. A
home that is torn by fighting will be destroyed, and our
Sages say ‘If there is fighting at home, there is
promiscuity.’

If there are two courts in one city and they are
quarreling, they will both die, and our Sages say
‘fighting between courts is the destruction of the
world.’
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4. Vayikra Rabbah
26:32

In the days of David, there were children that before
ever even tasting sin, already knew how to expound
forty-nine reasons to rule something ritually impure and
forty-nine reasons to rule it pure...

Notwithstanding this greatness they would go out to
war and be killed in battle! This was only because they
had informers amongst them...

However in the days of Achav everyone served idols,
and yet because there were no informers among them
they would go out to war and be victorious.
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5. Talmud Yoma
9b

During the period of the Second Temple they studied
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Torah, performed mitzvos, and did good deeds. So why DIV NN 1290 N 29N DXTON MO
was it destroyed? Because they had senseless hatred DN NNV YA

for each other.
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This teaches that hatred is the equivalent to three sins:
idolatry, sexual immorality, and murder.
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4. Questions and Exercises

1. How does Rabbi Isaac Luria interpret the words “Between blood and blood, between verdict

and verdict, between lesion and lesion, words of dispute in your cities?”

2. Is there anyone you don’t speak to? Why?

3. Can you make up with them? What would it take? Why don’t you?

4. Are there any fights in your family or circle of influence that you can quash?

5. Why is unity so essential to the Jewish people?

6. What is the cause of most fights and quarrels?

7. Why is infighting so destructive? Why does it produce such horrible results?

8. What, do you feel, is the worst conflict in the Jewish world today? How can it be solved?
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9. Is a conflict among family, friends, or community ever justified? When?

Prepared and edited by Rabbi Avi Shlomo
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