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Captivity, Trauma, and Halakhah 
Session I: From Captivity to Pidyon Shevuyim:  

Trauma, Communal Responsibility, and Its Limits 
 
Section I: The Horrors of  Captivity 

I) Josephus, Jewish War VI.9 
Those in the prime of life and fit for labor were driven into the Temple precincts and confined in the 
Court of the Women. Caesar appointed a freedman to supervise them and ordered Fronto, one of his 
companions, to determine the fate appropriate for each captive. The tallest and most handsome were 
reserved for the triumphal procession. Of the rest, all who were seventeen years old and above were 
put in chains and sent to forced labor in Egypt. Many others Titus distributed among the provinces to 
be killed in the amphitheaters by the sword or by wild beasts. Those younger than seventeen were sold 
into slavery. 
 
 

II) Mishnah Horayot 3:7 
A man takes precedence over a woman with respect to 
saving life and the return of lost property. A woman takes 
precedence over a man with respect to clothing and 
redemption from captivity. When both face the danger of 
sexual violation, the man takes precedence over the woman. 

בישהלו תויחהל  השאל  םדוק  שיאה   
תוסכל שיאל  תמדוק  השאהו  הדבא   

יבשה תיבמ  האיצוהלו    
 

שיאה הלקלקל  םידמוע  םהינשש  ןמזב   
השאל  םדוק 

  
III) Tosefta Horayot 2:5-6 

1. If a person, his father, and his teacher are all in 
captivity, he takes precedence over his teacher, and 
his teacher takes precedence over his father. His 
mother takes precedence over all others…. 

  
2. A man takes precedence over a woman in saving life 

and returning lost property; a woman takes 
precedence in clothing and redemption from 
captivity. When both face disgrace, the man takes 
precedence. 
 

3.  There was an incident in which Rabbi Yehoshua was 
told: 'There is a young Jerusalemite here, beautiful 
and distinguished, destined for abuse.'  

4. Rabbi Yehoshua tested him by reciting: 'Who gave 
Jacob over to spoil, and Israel to plunderers?'  

5. The child responded: 'Was it not the Lord, against 
whom we sinned and did not want to go in his ways?'  

6. Rabbi Yehoshua declared: 'I call heaven and earth as 
my witnesses that I will not leave this place until I 
redeem him.'  

7. He redeemed him for a great sum and sent him to the 
Land of Israel. Concerning him it was said: 'The 
precious sons of Zion, comparable to fine gold.' 

 יבשב ןידמוע וברו ויבאו אוה .1
 םדוק וברו וברל םדוק אוה
 ... םדא לכל תמדוק ומאו ויבאל

 
 תויחהלו השאל םדוק שיאה .2

 תמדוק השאה הדיבא בישהלו
 תיבמ איצוהלו תוסכל שיאל
 ןידמוע םהינשש ןמזב יבשה
  השאל םדוק שיאה ןולקב

 
 ול ורמאו עשוהי 'ר ךלהש השעמ .3

 יפי ימלשורי דחא קונית ןאכ שי
  ןולקל דמועו יאור בוטו םיניע

 ןויכ וקדובל עשוהי 'ר ךלהו .4
 הזה ארקמה 'מא חתפל עיגהש
 לארשי בקעי הסישמל ןתנ ימ
   :םיזזובל

 י"י אלה 'מאו קונית ותוא הנענ .5
  ויכרדב ובא אלו ול ונאטח וז

 עשוהי 'ר 'מא העש התואב .6
 זז יניאש ץראו םימש ילע ינדיעמ
  ותוא הדפאש דע ןאכימ

 ץראב ורגישו הברה ןוממב ואדפ .7
 םירקיה ןויצ ינב 'מא וילעו 'רשי

  :זפב םיאלוסמה
  
IV) Gittin 57b 

1. Rav Yehudah said in the name of Shmuel: 
There was an incident involving four 
hundred boys and girls who were taken 
captive for purposes of sexual abuse.  

 ,לאומש רמא הדוהי בר רמא .1
 הל ירמאו ,ימא יבר אמיתיאו
 תואמ 'דב השעמ :אנת אתינתמב
  ,ןולקל ובשנש תודליו םידלי

 ןה המל ןמצעב ושיגרה .2
 ונא םא :ורמא ,םישקבתמ
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2. They understood what awaited them and 
asked: 'If we drown ourselves in the sea, 
will we merit the World to Come?'  

3. The eldest among them expounded the 
verse: 'I will retrieve them from Bashan, I 
will retrieve them from the depths of the 
sea.' 'From Bashan' means from between 
the teeth of lions; 'from the depths of the 
sea' refers to those who drown in the sea.  

4. When the girls heard this, they all jumped 
into the sea.  

5. The boys then reasoned: If those whose 
natural way is thus acted in this manner, 
how much more so should we.  

6. They too jumped into the sea.  
7. Concerning them Scripture says: 'For Your 

sake we are killed all day long; we are 
regarded as sheep for the slaughter.' 

 םלועה ייחל ןיאב ונא םיב ןיעבוט
  ?אבה

 'ה רמא :ןהבש לודגה ןהל שרד .3
 ,םי תולוצממ בישא בישא ןשבמ
 הירא יניש ןיבמ - בישא ןשבמ
 ולא - םי תולוצממ ,בישא
  ;םיב ןיעבוטש

 ןלוכ וצפק ,ךכ תודלי ועמשש ןויכ .4
  .םיה ךותל ולפנו

 :ורמאו ןמצעב ו"ק םידלי ואשנ .5
 ונא ,ךכ - ךכל ןכרדש וללה המ
 המכ תחא לע - ךכל ונכרד ןיאש
  !המכו

  .םיה ךותל וצפק םה ףא .6
 ךילע יכ :רמוא בותכה םהילעו .7

 ןאצכ ונבשחנ םויה לכ ונגרוה
 .החבט

 
V) Gittin 58a  

1. Rav Yehudah said in the name of Rav: An 
incident occurred involving the son and 
daughter of Rabbi Yishmael ben Elisha, who 
were captured and sold to two different 
masters.  

2. Later the masters met. One said: 'I have a 
slave whose beauty is unmatched.' The other 
said: 'I have a maidservant whose beauty is 
unmatched.' They decided to marry them 
and divide the offspring. 

3.  They placed them together in a room. He sat 
in one corner and she in another.  

4. He said: 'I, a priest descended from High 
Priests, should marry a slavewoman?'  

5. She said: 'I, the daughter of High Priests, 
should marry a slave?'  

6. They wept all night. At dawn they 
recognized one another, embraced, cried, 
and their souls departed.  

7. Concerning them Jeremiah lamented: 'For 
these things I weep; my eyes flow with 
tears.' 

 

 השעמ :בר רמא הדוהי בר רמא .1
 ןב לאעמשי 'ר לש ותבבו ונבב
  .םינודא ינשל ובשנש עשילא

 םוקמב םהינש וגוודזנ םימיל .2
 ןיאש דבע יל שי :רמוא הז ,דחא
 :רמוא הזו ,םלועה לכב ויפויכ
 םלועה לכב ןיאש החפש יל שי
 אוב :ורמא ,היפויכ ולוכ
  .תודלווב קלחנו הזל הז םאישנו

 ןרקב בשי הז ,רדחל םוסינכה .3
  ,הז תיוז ןרקב הבשי וזו הז תיוז

 םינהכ ןב ןהכ ינא :רמוא הז .4
  ?החפש אשא םילודג

 תב תנהכ ינא :תרמוא תאזו .5
 ?דבעל אשנא םילודג םינהכ
  .הלילה לכ וכבו

 וריכה ,רחשה דומע הלעש ןויכ .6
 ועגו הז לע הז ולפנו ,הז תא הז
  .ןתמשנ האציש דע היכבב

 ינא הלא לע :הימרי ןנוק ןהילעו .7
  .םימ הדרוי יניע יניע היכוב

 
 

 
VI) Gittin 58a – Tzafenat bat Peniel 

1. Reish Lakish said: There was once a woman 
named Tzafenat bat Peniel. She was called 
Tzafenat because all gazed upon her beauty, and 
bat Peniel because she was the daughter of a 
High Priest who ministered in the Holy of 
Holies. 

2. A captor abused her throughout the night. 
3. The next day he dressed her in seven garments 

and brought her out to be sold.  
4. An exceptionally ugly man approached and said 

to him, "Show me her beauty." 

 השעמ :שיקל שיר רמא .1
 תב תנפצו תחא השאב
 לכהש - תנפצ ,המש לאינפ
 - לאינפ תב ,היפויב ןיפוצ
 שמישש לודג ןהכ לש ותב
 ,םינפלו ינפל

 לכ יאבש הב ללעתנש  .2
 .הלילה

 העבש השיבלה רחמל  .3
 .הרכומל האיצוהו םיקולח
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5. The captor replied, "Fool! If you wish to buy her, 
then buy her, for there is no woman as beautiful 
as she in the entire world." 

6. He answered, "Even so, I wish to see her." 
7. He removed six of her garments.  
8. She tore away the seventh, and threw herself into 

the dust and ashes. 
9. She cried out before the Holy One: "Master of 

the Universe! If You have not had mercy upon 
us, why do You not have mercy upon the sanctity 
of Your mighty Name?" 

10. Concerning her, Jeremiah lamented:"O daughter 
of My people, gird yourself with sackcloth and 
roll in ashes; mourn as for an only child, with 
bitter lamentation, for suddenly the destroyer 
shall come upon us" (Jeremiah 6:26). 

11. The Gemara notes: the verse does not say 'upon 
you' but rather 'upon us.' As it were, the 
destroyer has come not only upon Israel, but 
upon both Me and you. 

 

 היהש דחא םדא אב  .4
 :ול רמא ,רתויב רעוכמ
 ,היפוי תא ינארה

 התא םא !אקיר :ול רמא  .5
 ןיאש ,חק חקיל הצור
  ,ולוכ םלועה לכב היפויכ

  .ןכ יפ לע ףא :ול רמא .6
  ,םיקולח השש הטישפה .7
 השלפתנו התערק יעיבשו .8

  ,רפאב
 לש ונובר :וינפל הרמא .9

 ,תסח אל ונילע םא ,םלוע
 רובגה ךמש תשודק לע
  ?סוחת אל המל

 ימע תב :הימרי ןנוק הילעו .10
 רפאב ישלפתהו קש ירגח
 דפסמ ךל ישע דיחי לבא
 אבי םואתפ יכ םירורמת
  ,ונילע דדושה

 ,ונילע אלא רמאנ אל ךילע .11
 אב ךילעו ילע ,לוכיבכ
 .דדוש

 
 
 
Section II : The Emergence of Pidyon Shevuyim as a Supreme Mitzvah 
 

VII) Rambam, Hilkhot Matanot Aniyim 8:10 
1. Redeeming captives takes precedence over supporting 

the poor and providing them with clothing. 
2. There is no greater mitzvah than the redemption of 

captives, for a captive suffers hunger, thirst, and 
nakedness, and stands in constant danger of death. 

3. One who turns a blind eye to the redemption of a captive 
transgresses the prohibitions: 
"You shall not harden your heart," "You shall not shut 
your hand," "You shall not stand idly by the blood of 
your fellow," and "He shall not rule over him with 
crushing labor before your eyes." 
He also neglects the positive commandments: 
"You shall surely open your hand to him,""And your 
brother shall live with you," "You shall love your fellow 
as yourself," 
And "Rescue those being taken to death," 
as well as many other similar obligations. 
4. There is no mitzvah greater than the redemption of 

captives.	

 תסנרפל םדוק םייובש ןוידפ .1
  ,ןתוסכלו םיינע

 ןוידפכ הלודג הוצמ ךל ןיאו .2
 ללכב אוה ירה יובשהש םייובש
 םימורעהו םיאמצהו םיבערה
  ,תושפנ תנכסב דמועו

 הז ירה ונוידפמ ויניע םילעמהו .3
  לע רבוע
  ךבבל תא ץמאת אל
  ךדי תא ץופקת אלו
  ךער םד לע דומעת אל לעו
  ,ךיניעל ךרפב ונדרי אל לעו
 ךדי תא חתפת חתפ תוצמ לטבו
  ,ול
  ,ךמע ךיחא יחו תוצמו
 ,ךומכ ךערל תבהאו
  תומל םיחוקל לצהו 
  ,ולאכ םירבד הברהו

 ןוידפכ הבר הוצמ ךל ןיאו .4
  .םייובש

 
 

VIII) Mishna Shekalim 2, 5 
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Excess funds collected for the poor belong to the poor. 
Excess funds collected for a particular poor person belong to that specific poor 
person. 
Excess funds collected for captives must be used for other captives. 
Excess funds collected for a particular captive belong to that captive. 
Excess funds collected for the burial of the dead must be used for other deceased 
persons. 
Excess funds collected for a particul 

 םיינע רתומ
 ינע רתומ םיינעל
  ינע ותואל
 םיובש רתומ
 רתומ םיובשל
  יובש ותואל יובש
 םיתמה רתומ
 רתומ םיתמל
 וישרויל תמה
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IX) Rambam, Hilkhot Matanot Aniyim 8:11 
1. If the residents of a city collected money for the 

construction of a synagogue and a pressing mitzvah 
obligation subsequently arose, they may redirect those 
funds to that mitzvah. If, however, they have already 
purchased stones and beams for the synagogue, they may 
not sell them for another mitzvah purpose except for the 
redemption of captives.  

2. Even if the stones have been delivered and arranged, the beams 
shaped and prepared, and everything made ready for 
construction, all of it may still be sold—but only for the 
redemption of captives. 

3. Once the synagogue has actually been built and completed, 
however, it may not be sold for this purpose. Instead, funds for 
redeeming the captives must be raised separately from the 
community. 

 תועמ ובגש ריעה ישנא .1
 אבו תסנכה תיב ןינבל
 ןיאיצומ הוצמ רבד ןהל
 םינבא ונק ,תועמה וב
 רבדל םורכמי אל תורוקו

 ןוידפל אלא הוצמ
  ,םייובש

 תא ואיבהש יפ לע ףא .2
 תאו םורדגו םינבאה
 וניקתהו םולספו תורוקה
 לכה ןירכומ ןינבל לכה
  ,דבלב םייובש ןוידפל

 אל ורמגו ונב םא לבא .3
 תסנכה תיב תא ורכמי

 ןמ ןנוידפל ובגי אלא
 .רובצה

	

X) Letter of the Karaite elders of Ascalon 
We thank the Most High who gave us the opportunity of fulfilling this pious deed, and granted to you 
to take a share in it with us. We spent the money for the ransom of some of the captives, after due 
consideration of the instructions contained in your letter, that is, we send what was available to those 
who [had already been ransomed(?)]…. 
News still reaches us that among those who were redeemed from the Franks and remained in Ascalon, 
some are in danger of dying of want. Others remained in captivity, and yet others were killed before 
the eyes of the rest, who themselves were killed afterwards with all manner of tortures; [for the enemy 
murdered them] in order to give vent to his anger on them. We did not hear of a single man 
of Israel who was in such plight without exerting ourselves to do all that was in our power to save him. 
The Most High has granted opportunities of relief and deliverance to individual fugitives, of which the 
first and most perfect instance—after the compassion of Heaven—has been the presence in Ascalon 
of the honourable shaykh 'Abu' I-Fadl Sahl son of Yusha' son of Shay'a (may God preserve him), an 
agent of the Sultan (may God bestow glory upon his victories), whose influence is great in Alexandria 
where his word is very much heeded. He arranged matters wisely and took great pain in securing the 
ransom; but it would require a lengthy discourse to explain how he did it. But he could only ransom 
some of the people and had to leave the others. In the end, all those who could be ransomed from them 
[the Franks] were liberated, and only a few whom they kept remained in their hands, including a boy 
of about eight years of age, and a man, known as [?] the son of the Tustari's wife. It is reported that the 
Franks urged the latter to embrace the Christian faith of his own free will and promised to treat him 
well, but he told them, how could he become a Christian priest and be left in peace by them [the Jews], 
who had disbursed on his behalf a great sum. Until this day these captives remain in their [Franks'] 
hands; as well as those who were taken to Antioch, but these are few, and not counting those who 
abjured their faith because they lost patience as it was not possible to ransom them, and because they 
despaired of being permitted to go free. 
We were not informed, praise be to the Most High, that the accursed ones who are called 'Ashkenazim 
(Germans) violated or raped women, as did the others. 
Now, among those who have reached safety are some who escaped on the second and third days 
following the battle and left with the governor who was granted safe conduct; and others who, after 
having been caught by the Franks, remained in their hands for some time and escaped in the end; 
these are but few. The majority consists of those who were ransomed. To our sorrow, some of them 
ended their lives under all kinds of suffering and affliction…. 
	

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mitzvah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kingdom_of_France
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_of_Israel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hashem
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sheikh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sultan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conversion_to_Christianity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Priest#Christianity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antioch
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germans
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Section III : Communal limitations  
XI) Mishnah Gittin 4:6 

Captives are not redeemed for more than 
their value, for the sake of the proper 
ordering of society. 
 

פמ ןהימד  ידכ  לע  רתי  םייובשה  תא  ןידופ   ינןיא 
םלועה  .ןוקית 

XII) Bavli Gittin 45a 
1. The Gemara asks: Is the enactment that captives 

may not be redeemed for more than their value 
instituted in order to prevent excessive financial 
burden upon the community, or in order to 
discourage captors from abducting additional Jews? 

2. Come and hear: Levi bar Darga redeemed his 
daughter for thirteen thousand gold dinars. 

3. Abaye responded: Who is to say that he acted in 
accordance with the will of the Sages? Perhaps he 
acted contrary to their ruling. 

 ןוקית ינפמ יאה :והל איעביא .1
 ארובצד אקחוד םושמ - םלועה
 וברגל אלד םושמ אמליד וא ,אוה
  ?יפט ותיילו

 אקרפ אגרד רב יולד :ש"ת .2
  .בהז ירניד יפלא רסילתב היתרבל

 ןוצרבד ןל אמיל ןאמו :ייבא רמא .3
 ןוצרב אלש אמליד ?דבע םימכח
 .דבע םימכח

 
XIII) Rabbi Shaul Yisraeli, Amud HaYemini, no. 16. 

 
 
From this perspective, it would appear that we must understand the State's obligation regarding 
prisoners of war in the following way. Since these soldiers went out to battle as agents of the state and 
on its behalf, in order to defend the Jewish community in the Land of Israel, there exists an implicit—
though self-evident—commitment that the state must do whatever is within its power (within 
reasonable limits that do not compromise overall national security) to secure their release should they 
fall into captivity. 
Just as the state has an obligation to provide for their medical treatment and rehabilitation in the event 
of injury or disability, and to care for their families in the event, God forbid, that they are killed in 
battle, so too it bears an obligation to take every possible action to bring about their release from 
captivity. 
Since whatever the state does in this regard derives from an obligation that it has undertaken in 
exchange for their service, it is as though the soldiers are redeeming themselves. In such a case, as 
explained above, there is no limitation, and therefore the enactment that "captives may not be 
redeemed for more than their value" does not apply. 
 
 


