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Parshat Shoftim

Is a King a Good Thing?
Simon Wolf

This week’s Parsha contains within it the rules and
regulations governing the national leadership of an
autonomous Bnei Yisrael once they establish
sovereignty over the Land of Israel. Amongst those
directives, the Torah describes the process for the
appointment of a king as well as the rules and
conduct that the king is mandated to abide by. The
Parshia of the king opens as follows:

T 7| 19 0D"MAT

WN ovian '7?? 1'3!..1 "w ARiuX mm;; P2 NRAY!Y
'J'I’J'J.O

N“f wN 'm w'x 1 Yy IO 'Dm ) 1?@ kY tw D'UD 3NN
NXIN A'NX

The introductory verse seems to use deprecatory
language to describe the people’s desire for a king.
“If after entering the land that the Lord your God has
bequeathed to you, and you take possession of it
and settle in, you will suggest, ‘l will appoint a king
over me, just like all the nations surrounding
me’.” The verse implies that the impetus for
appointing a king is driven by Bnei Yisrael’s desire to
emulate the neighboring nations which seems to run
counter to the Torah’s many admonishments not to
mimic the practices of the other nations. In the next
verse, the Torah opens with what seems to be a
charge, “You shall appoint for yourself a king”
indicating that it is both incumbent upon Bnei Yisrael
to select and empower a king as well as the people’s
decision as to whom they choose as their king.
Immediately afterwards, the Torah qualifies that the
king should be the person “chosen by the Lord
your God” which intimates that the king is divinely
ordained rather than selected by the people. The
simplest reading of this Parshia is that this is a
concession to the people’s desire and need for
leadership resembling the other nations, but this
understanding leaves numerous questions in its
wake. Firstly, if God thinks that Bnei Yisrael’s desire
for a king is misguided then why is He designating
the person to be anointed as the king? Moreover, if
the king is not the ideal form of leadership then what
is the optimal form of governance prescribed by the
Torah? Generally, when the Torah wants to indicate

In Biblical Hebrew, the addition of a “I” as a prefix to a verb in the past tense
converts the verb to the future tense (and vice versa) '
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a subpar circumstance or a prescriptive measure, it
uses verbs in the past tense with the Vav Ha’hi’puch’
rather than a direct active command.? In this case,
the verse does not use the word V’Samta (nnwi) to
describe the appointment of a king, but rather Som
Ta’sim (n'wn piw) which suggests that this is a
command (n1xn) rather than just a description of how
to functionally deal with this eventually. This would
then deviate contextually from the suggestion that
this is just an allowance to placate the people’s
yearning for a king.

If this were not confusing enough, the initial request
by Bnei Yisrael for a king in Sefer Shmuel only
serves to compound the ambiguity created by the
Torah’s presentation.® As if on script, the people
approach the prophet Shmuel and tell him, “you have
grown old and your sons have not followed your
ways, now, appoint for us a king to judge (govern) us
like all the other nations (723 1199¥"Y? 'm 1% an'w
n'ian).” Shmuel is deeply offended by the nation’s
request. God mollifies Shmuel by telling him to
accede to Bnei Yisrael’s request since their demand
for a king was not a rejection of Shmuel, but rather a
rejection of God.* He then instructs Shmuel to warn
the people of the burdens and subjugation that will
be imposed upon them by a king and inform them
that they will one day be sorry that they demanded a
king rule over them. The people refuse to heed the
warnings of Shmuel and they persist in their demand
for a king to rule over them “so that we may be like
all the other nations (ntian 723 1anax na 1''a1), and
let the king judge us and lead us and fight our battles
(1amnn'm nx on'721 12197 XY 122'M 1VBYH). Shortly
after, God directs Shmuel to anoint Shaul as the king
in a private ceremony® which is later followed by two
public coronations of Shaul. The first crowning is
accomplished by throwing lots before God to
determine who should be the king and the lottery
identifies Shaul.® In that ceremony, Shmuel once
again chastises the people for rejecting God in favor
of a king (v'yin XIN=YX DI'F78 NN DNONN DI DAX|
1729 D'WR M 7 NnNnE B2 DNivY7an 83Y).
After Shaul leads Bnei Yisrael to victory over the
Ammonites, Shmuel once again gathers the people
to celebrate the inauguration of the kingship of
Shaul.” At this gathering, after giving the people a
quick history lesson, Shmuel again admonishes the
people for requesting a king ( n21 DNV AR YT
77 D7 7ixy7 pip: w3 bn'wy 1¢x).® To underscore
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their impropriety, Shmuel then asks God to bring a
thunderstorm during the dry harvest season in Israel.
The people are so frightened by this demonstration
of power that they beg Shmuel to pray on their behalf
to save them from God’s wrath because “we have
added wickedness to all our iniquities by asking for
a king (an 07 7yy7 Ny MNLNTRTY 190171)."
Shmuel does not accept their mea culpa and halt the
process of creating a kingdom. Rather, he tells the
people that despite all the evil they have engaged in
until now as long as they follow the ways of God
everything will turn out fine. In giving perspective to
the appointment of a king, the overall tone of the
Navi leans decidedly negative. Is this just an
explication of that which is found in the Torah or is
there something distinct in Shmuel’s situation that is
fueling the Navi's apathy towards a king? In
addition, despite this pessimistic presentation, God
insists on following the intuition of the people and not
only accedes to their demand for a king, but actively
fosters the appointment of a king. Again here, the
ambiguity leaves one vacillating as to whether a king
is really a good thing.

There are numerous approaches amongst Chazal
and the commentators as to the Torah’s perspective
on the desirability of a king. Based on the Sifrei,’
there are many who believe that the appointment of
a king is one of the six hundred and thirteen
Mitzvot.'® This is reinforced by the statement of
Rabbi Yehuda that there are three Mitzvot that Bnei
Yisrael were enjoined to accomplish upon entering
the Land of Israel: To appoint a king, to wipe out
Amalek and to build the Temple."" Designating a
king is a prerequisite to the other two Mitzvot which
is historically what transpired. Shaul was appointed
king and then commanded to wipe out Amalek. King
David also battles Amalek and begins the process of
building the Temple which is completed by his son
Shlomo. Also, the repeated refrain found in Sefer
Shoftim, “in those days there was no king in Israel,
everyone did as they pleased (3'/n ' DA DA
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anarchy and dysfunction of Sefer Shoftim might have
been avoided had there been a king in place.'?

As to resolution of the contradiction between
whether it is the people’s place to appoint the king or
is it in the hands of God, there are generally three
approaches as to who is responsible for the
appointment of the king. There are those that
believe that the appointment is divinely ordained and
Bnei Yisrael's job is to seek God’s counsel in order
to discern who God has chosen to be their king.'3
Interestingly, the Yerushalmi quotes a view that it is
solely the people’s discretion as to who is appointed
as the king." The Ramban bridges between these
two positions by suggesting that anyone who
reaches a position of power is by definition heavenly
ordained and thereby ruling by the will of God.'®

The difficulty with the view that this is a positive
commandment is both the introductory verse in the
Torah that implies that the people’s desire for a king
is motivated by their need to emulate the other
nations as well as the negative tenor of the Navi
towards the people’s request for a king. Here, most
of the commentaries to differing degrees follow the
suggestion of Chazal that the people’s request for a
king in the time of Shmuel was driven by ulterior
motives. In the Sifrei, Rabbi Nehorai takes the most
radical approach by suggesting that the people’s
impetus for requesting a king was in order to “be like
the other nations” and have him lead them in the
worshipping of Avoda Zara.'® The Gemara tempers
this somewhat by bifurcating the request between
the elders whose request for a king was appropriate
(nuoW7? 1M 17 NN 1w LI7RY 210D - NITAY 01pT) and
the people’s petition which was misguided ( my 2ax
NUSYI O'1AN 720 NNIX DA "N Y L1777 (DAY yaRn
111947 xx'1 1107)."7 Following this lead, the exegetes
suggest that the disappointment of God and Shmuel
with the people’s request was because they were
doing the right thing for the wrong reason. Rashi
simply indicts them for asking to be like the other
nations.’® The Ralbag and the Metzudat focus on
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the depravity of Bnei Yisrael's request to be like the
other nations as their intent was to reject the laws of
the Torah in favor of the king’s laws.'® In a similar,
but more nuanced fashion, the Radak claims that the
request “to judge us like the other nations” was an
indication that they were not sincerely attempting to
fulfill the Mitzva of the Torah to request a king
because then they would have described the
impetus for a king being “to judge us justly and
faithfully.” In addition, he suggests that the request
for a king especially with the qualifier “like the other
nations” was offensive because it derived from a lack
of trust and faith in God.?° In a similar vein, the
Rambam and the Ramban see Bnei Yisrael’s
desiring a king as being an outright rejection of God’s
chosen Navi Shmuel.?' All of these suggestions are
compelling with regards to the story of Shmuel, but
they fail to address the fact that the Torah itself
couches the request to appoint a king with the exact
same phrasing of “just like all the nations
surrounding me.”

The Ramban mitigates this criticism by describing
the introductory verse to the Torah’s description of
the appointment of a king as being a predictive rather
than normative statement. It is reporting what will
happen in the future not what should happen. On
the other hand, the Ran takes an innovative
approach to this whole puzzle in order to reconcile
all the discrepancies. He suggests that the request
to have a king like the other nations is both justified
and necessary, but there is a division of jurisdiction
between the realm of the king and the domain of the
judges. The judges are the arbiters of the laws of the
Torah and anything associated or derived from them,
whereas, the king is in charge of national affairs.??
Judges are governed and bound by the framework
of the Torah while the king is given extrajudicial
latitude to manage the needs of the moment or the
demands or necessities of the nation. In this way,
the king is no different than the other monarchs, but
he is distinct from other nation’s rulers in that he is
still beholden to the laws of the Torah and the
decisions of the Shoftim.2> The Ran then identifies
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the sin of the people at the time of Shmuel as being
that they conflated the positions and powers of these
two bodies of leadership.?* They requested a king to
not only deal with their national affairs and battles,
but also to judge them like the other nations.

Another view within the Rishonim is that the Torah’s
prescription for a king is optional (nmwn).2% If the
people choose to exercise such an option, the Torah
offers and prescribes a structure for the institution of
a king. This would also explain why the attitude of
those appointing the king is so crucial to the
reflection of the Torah and the Navi on the request
for such a leader. Since there is no Torah obligation
to appoint a king, the only justification for creating
such a position would have to derive from the proper
perspective and purest of intentions.
Understandably, any misconceived motivations
would then undermine the value of the whole
institution.  As already noted above, the negative
reaction of the Navi to the request for a king was
driven by the misguided or improper objectives of the
people. The problem with this approach is the
Torah’s formulation of the appointment of a king as
a Mitzva (o'wn o). This issue likely can be
resolved with the Mishna’s interpretation of the
Mitzva of appointing a king as not being ascribed to
the actual installing of the king, but rather to the
attitude one has towards the king (17n 7'7v 0'wn Div
v Mt xnnw).28  In order for the king to be
effective in his role, the Torah demands that one
show reverence and deference towards the king.
The Sefer HaChinuch adds that after the Davidic line
was chosen, and there is no Mitzva to appoint a king,
there still remains a demand that one strengthen the
existing monarch.?” So while the Torah does not
explicitly condone appointing a king and warns of the
dangers of such leadership, it still sees value in
creating such an institution properly.

Along those lines, the Rishonim discuss the
necessity for a king even if it was not prescribed by
the Torah. The Ralbag focuses on the failures of the
people during the period of the Shoftim to
successfully wage war and secure the borders of
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Eretz Yisrael.?® Like many things, the military is far
more effective when itis run at a national level rather
than as local militias. On the other hand, the Sefer
HaChinuch focuses on the necessity for there to be
a leader that makes the ultimate decisions or whose
word can settle disputes. Without a place where the
buck stops, as Sefer Shoftim indicates, anarchy and
indecision reigns and “every man does that which is
good in his eyes.”® In addition, the leader can
inspire and direct the people religiously and
spiritually as well as protect the weak or less
fortunate from the bullying of those that are
stronger.3°

There is a third view which is that a king is just not a
good thing. This position is championed by Rabbi
Nehorai who claims that the entire Parshat
HaMelech was only a response to the people’s
complaint as the Torah prefaces, “If after entering
the land that the Lord your God has bequeathed to
you, and you take possession of it and settle in, you
will suggest, ‘l will appoint a king over me, just like
all the nations surrounding me’.”*" Following in
Rabbi Nehorai’s footsteps,3? the Abarbanel sees this
Parshia being akin to the Torah’s prescription for an
Eshet Yifat To’ar (Axim nor nwx).3 It is not
compulsory, but rather the Torah’s prescription for
one’s engaging in an activity which the Torah frowns
upon, though does not inherently restrict. It is a
framework and the Torah’s response to an impulsive
evil inclination that if not quashed must be dealt with
in this manner. He has an extensive criticism of all
the other views, including the fact that if it was a
Mitzvah and a necessity to appoint a king, why did
Yehoshua and all those that followed him not attempt
to appoint a king? Why did they wait all the way until
the time of Shmuel to ask for a king? Likely
stemming from personal experiences, the Abarbanel
viewed monarchies as evil institutions ripe for abuse.
He saw the vesting of too much power with a single
individual as fraught with danger and brings a wealth
of historical evidence that kings because of their
power are more likely to deviate from the ways of
God, something that we do not find by any of the
Neviim or Shoftim. His position is reminiscent of the
quote attributed to Lord Acton, “power tends to
corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”*

Given his disaffection with a monarchy and his
suggestion that the Torah is not positively inclined

N2VINNN DAY YNl DVOWY 170 0N N'N'Y DN 0N 099 72 7V D oy i B
[2IX2 D'IRD DN™Y 790" K7W TV DN'NINN DX DN7nY7 DN19Y7 KX'W 1N
9'ol' NTI DNANX DY DN7N7 DY 7D I¥APN'W 120 170 D DTN D'7vm 1y
I'N1 7R X DY D'ANT71 DYURD 1D )7 7RWY D R7WD D7IRE PTIN IR
D'VYN DNI'N DY D'AYIN DN 1D [9IXN NTAI DT DX D'PTNA 'M72 DIRYIN
(n,n X 7MW 2"277) NN RwM

NIYY7? DINKN 7V WX DN TRX WYY 720 DTN 12 21W'Y TWOK 'R 97 2
D717 071> 110" K71 AT AT |'PI7N DTR "2 NIYTY 190 ,IMMINTA D771 INIXN
N9'OXNI 710'2N DNYAN KXY D )INMNIL,0NATA 791 12T NIYY? DNR YT
170Y" IN7X' [yn7 ,V1 DXI 210 OX DN TR TWT 7297 91X D 71 ,ni7voa
| 20 AT 721 ,79'NN DYSI 21 N7VIN I¥X9NI INYY] X¥N' DY D71V 7w 1j70¥2
(XY NIXN 12'NN 190) Ma 7101 DIRY NEITNNN

DITA NOTAY YITA KINY [N ,IINNRY DYVINN 7R N2'0 WX1? mimnnw nxnt 30
(Dw) N 9PN InyIn Uk 2ny? N 7ma R nTn

www.swdaf.com

4

7702

towards such leadership, the Abarbanel offers two
alternative models of leadership to a monarch within
Bnei Yisrael. The first of which is that there are
national leaders, but those leaders are either
appointed for limited terms or the leadership
resembles something akin to a democracy whereby
a body of individuals would share the leadership and
decision making role. He does also present what
seems to be his favored more idyllic view which is
that there is no need for a king or national leader
within Kilal Yisrael. All the functions of the king are
either carried out by the ultimate king, God, or are
handled by the judicial and religious leadership of the
Shoftim.

As an aside, the following might be the likely
explanation for why Shmuel is hurt by the people’s
request to appoint a king. They state that since his
children have not followed in his ways, it is therefore
not appropriate that they inherit his position.
Hypocritically, they then suggest that the alternative
is to appoint a king whose dynasty will be passed,
worthy or not, by birthright. The intended solution
only serves to exacerbate the problem they are
supposedly coming to solve. Shmuel sees through
their duplicity and realizes that their request must be
driven by ulterior motives as was discussed
previously. The lesson is clear, that there is no
inheritance (nwi') in Avodat Hashem. Everyone
needs to build on their own and be judged on their
own merits.

No matter which view one subscribes to,° the Torah
makes it clear that the most important role of a leader
is to ensure that he and his subjects are adhering to
the laws of the Torah and the way of God. That is
why the king is commanded to always have a Sefer
Torah with him. The Gemara even suggests that the
Torah should be wrapped on his arm like Tefillin so
that it is ever present to guide his every action.®
Every person is a leader in some small or big way,
appointed by God,*” and we need to ensure that we
are using the powers and positions vested in us to
be a Kiddush Hashem; to always facilitate, engender
and promote that which God wants and expects from
us.

Shabbat Shalom
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