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There are a number of soldiers who, according to the Torah, must be asked to go home. 
They are unfit for battle and can’t help us to conquer the land. The Torah speaks of four groups 
who are sent home before the battle begins. Anyone who has built a house but not lived in it is 
told to return home. Likewise, someone who has planted a vineyard but has not yet tasted of its 
fruits and someone who has begun the marriage process but has yet to live with his wife. These 
groups are people whose minds are elsewhere, they are not ready to put their selves into the 
battle. They will be a risk to themselves and their comrades if they go to battle while their mind 
is elsewhere. The final category is not as clear. The pasuk tells us they’re those who are ‘Yirah 
V’Rach levav’ – ‘afraid and soft of heart.’ To whom exactly does the forth category refer? 

The Mishna in tractate Sotah records two opinions. R’ Akiva is of the opinion that these 
are people who can’t stand the sight of blood or the violence of war and as such are excused 
from the battle. They too are a danger to themselves and the other soldiers. R’ Yosi HaGelili has 
a different approach. He believes that these are soldiers who fear the sins that they have 
committed in the past. They allow their past sins to paralyze them and they do not feel confident 
that they will be saved from the dangers of the battlefield. They hesitate and do not believe they 
can help on the frontlines. These soldiers as well must be asked to go home. I don’t believe that 
the Torah is telling us that the other soldiers are perfect, having never sinned. The other soldiers 
have sinned, the difference is in their reaction. The soldiers that must go home are those who 
allow their past to straightjacket their future.  

The Midrash (Avos D’Rebbe Nosson 6:2) asks an interesting question about the great 
sage Rabbi Akiva. We all know the great heights Rabbi Akiva reached; he was a Torah leader 
and a man of fantastic vision and leadership. What, asks the Midrash, was his first foray into the 
world of Torah? Where does a leader like R’ Akiva come from? In response the Midrash tells a 
well known story of a 40 year old simple shepherd named Akiva who had never learned a word 
of Torah. One day he walks by a large stone that has a hole which has been bored right through 
it. R’ Akiva is astounded. He asks around about how this hole could have been created in 
something as hard as a rock and he discovers that the hole was created by a small trickle of 
water. Over time, drop by drop, the water had made a hole straight through this huge boulder! 
For Rabbi Akiva this moment is an epiphany; he is inspired and exclaims that if water can make 
an impression on something as hard as a rock then Torah can make an impression on him! The 
Midrash continues to tell us that R’ Akiva went to learn the Hebrew alphabet the next day and 
once he mastered that he moved on to Chumash and the rest is History. 



What is most remarkable about this story is that R’ Akiva had the fortitude to take his 
inspiration and run with it. Too often in life we have moments of inspiration and they quickly 
peter out and are forgotten. The first step is not to allow ourselves to be shackled by our past. R’ 
Akiva could easily have said that it was far too late for him. He never knew. He never learned. 
He didn’t have the benefit of a Jewish education. It would have been easy for him to walk away 
from his inspiration and continue his life as a shepherd and we would never know what we had 
lost.  

The parsha teaches us not to be like the soldier who is paralyzed by his past. The soldier 
can’t move forward. He becomes mired in his past sins and is unable to see his potential and 
ability to grow. If Rabbi Akiva was inspired from a rock then we in turn can draw inspiration 
from R’ Akiva. With the Yomim Noraim (Days of Awe) on the horizon this is particularly 
poignant. The day of judgment nears and it is a day when we must judge ourselves. We must not 
be held back to just another year of the same, when we are capable of more. Let us not allow 
ourselves the easy excuses about what we have and haven’t done yet. Like Rabbi Akiva, we can 
experience the brightest of futures irrespective of our past. 


