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The Missing Shoftim

Rav Yehuda Roth, Machon Aleh Zayis
(17,10) TYW 933 7Y 1NN DVIWI DPVDY

The Tosefta (Sukkah1:9; Bavli Sukkah 27b) tells of a visit by Rabi
Eliezer to the sukkah of Yochanan the son of Rabi Ilai in Caesarea.
When asked if one may spread a sheet over the schach of the
sukkah on Shabbos, Rabi Eliezer changed the topic and declared:
VDIV 111 T'AYN XYW YRIW A VAW VIAY 77 PX.

This enigmatic statement engendered much discussion among
the meforshim.

In Sefer Shoftim, thirteen shoftim are named; adding Yehoshua,
Eli and Shmuel, we get sixteen. Of these, seven have their shevet
listed in the pasuk [Yehoshua = Ephraim, Ehud = Binyamin,
Gideon = Menashe, Tola = Yissachar, Eylon = Zevulun, Shimshon
= Dan, Eli = Levi]. Rashi adds that Barak was from Naftali, as the
pasuk describes him hailing from Kadesh Naftali, and Ivtzan who
is identified by Chazal as Boaz, was from Yehudah.

Rashi concludes that the origins of the remaining shoftim are
unknown. Despite the implication that shevatim other than the
above produced the remaining shoftim, we can deduce the context
of Sefer Shoftim that Osniel was also likely from Yehudah; Yair and
Yiftach, both from the city of Gilad, likely belonged to Menashe,
while Avdon is from the city of Pirason, which is in Ephraim.

Because of this, many other explanations have been offered
for Rabi Eliezer’s statement. Yaavetz, for example, writes that it
includes shoftim whose mothers were from these shevatim, while
from the Yalkut (Shoftim, Remez 42) it seems that this statement
includes kings as well. Abarbanel goes so far as to say that Rabi
Eliezer said this only as a way of changing the subject.

Perhaps we can offer an alternative solution.

Chazal (Sanhedrin 16b) derive from 931 9% 1nn D101 DVOIWY
Pww that it is a mitzvah to appoint shoftim in each shevet and
city, it therefore stands to reason that in the era of the shoftim,
hundreds of shoftim were scattered around the land, and that the
shoftim named in Sefer Shoftim are only the outstanding ones
who had wide influence due to their Torah, nevuah, wisdom,
military prowess or wealth. Rav Chaim Kanievsky (Taama D’kra,
Shoftim 12:8) writes that the reason the pasuk emphasizes the
wealth of Yair, Ivtzan and Avdon is to signal that through their
wealth they had the necessary influence to govern.

Though the shoftim had much influence, it seems that they
didn’t unify all the shevatim under their rule. About Devorah,
for example, the pasuk says she sat in Har Ephraim between
Ramah (Naftali) and Beis El (Binyamin). This seems to have been
her sphere of influence, which is why in the war against Sisra in
Emek Yizrael, which is in Naftali, the shevatim who joined Barak
in battle were naturally Naftali and their neighbor Zevulun. In
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shiras Devorah the shevatim of Menashe, Yissachar, Ephraim and
perhaps Binyamin are also mentioned as joining the battle. All of
these are shevatim that Devorah seems to have governed. On the
other hand, Devorah decries the people of Gilad, Dan and Reuven,
for refusing to join the battle, while Yehudah and Asher are not
mentioned at all. This seems to indicate that Devorah’s reach did
not extend to those shevatim, especially Yehudah and Asher.

We can assume that were other shoftim at that time who governed
the other shevatim. This is hinted in the shirah itself, which seems to
imply that Devorah ruled concurrently with Shamgar; in Seder Olam
(12) we see that Shamgar overlapped with Ehud as well. Midrash Rus
(1:1) understands the pasuk o"v91WN VIDW 1’77 as being the time
when there were multiple simultaneous shoftim. Thus, Rabi Eliezer’s
statement that there was no shevet that didn’t produce a shofet
can be understood as referring to unnamed shoftim who governed
different areas of Eretz Yisrael in the era of the shoftim.

This can help solve a chronological conundrum which we find in
Sefer Shoftim. In Yiftach’s message to the king of Ammon (Shoftim
11:26) he mentions that 300 years had passed since Bnei Yisrael
had conquered Ammon. Another data point is the pasuk in Sefer
Melachim I (6:1) that states that the Beis Hamikdash was built 480
years after Bnei Yisrael left Mitzrayim. However, when calculating
the years that each shofet ruled, we get much larger numbers: 345
years until Yiftach and 585 years until the building of the Beis
Hamikdash. If we consider the recorded years of oppression as
concurrent with the years of the shofet — for example, the 18 years
of oppression by Eglon king of Moav being part of the 80 years that
Ehud governed — we arrive at the 480 years until the building of the
Beis Hamikdash, but only 260 years until Yiftach. Seder Olam (12),
cited by Rashi (Shoftim ibid.), as well as Radak, Ralbag, Abarbanel
and the Gra, all propose various solutions to this problem.

In light of the above, it can be suggested that Rabi Eliezer
disagrees with the Seder Olam, which represents Rabi Yosi's
opinions. And we can suggest that since each shofet governed
only parts of the Bnei Yisrael, it is possible that some of the
years listed for a shofet’s rule were concurrent with those of other
shoftim, and there is no contradiction between the years each
individual shofet governed and the numbers given by the pasuk.

Sefer Shoftim ends with
a "civil war" between the shevatim. And the final pesukim state:
"“The Bnei Yisrael went off from there at that time each man to
his shevet and to his clan... In those days there was no king in
Yisrael..." Sefer Shoftim teaches us about a loose confederacy
of shevatim plagued by external enemies and internal rifts.
Conversely, Sefer Shmuel emphasizes that Shmuel Hanavi rallied
"all" of Yisrael and that he would make his rounds to all the areas.
This laid the groundwork for a fully united shevatim which would
eventually appoint a king to rule over them all.
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