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The Challenge 
of Power
A View on Political Leadership

                  Rabbi Doron Perez
Executive Chairman, World Mizrachi

The question of power in general, 
and political power in particular, 
is one of the most controversial in 
all of Judaism. 

Indeed, the very episode of appointing a 
king that we find in this week’s parsha –
Shoftim – is presented in a controversial 
and confusing way, open to diametrically 
opposed interpretations. So much so, that 
the Talmud records a dispute between 
leading sages as to whether there is an 
unequivocal positive mitzvah to appoint a 
king or perhaps it is a moral concession or 
even a necessary evil’ – a result of human 
failing. Rabbi Yehuda maintains that it is 
not only a mitzvah but the very first public 
mitzvah given to the Jewish People when 
they entered the Land (Sanhedrin 20b). 

It is clear to Rabbi Yehuda that having a 
supreme political leader, a king in Biblical 
times, is an important mitzvah in the Torah 
and is central to normative national life. 

On the other hand, Rabbi Nehorai disagrees 
and maintains that the only reason there is 
a need to appoint a king is as a result of a 
national failure. Ideally, we shouldn’t need 
a political supreme leader but if we can’t 
manage without one, Hashem allows it.1

The truth is that the ambivalence towards 
the appointment of a king can clearly be 
detected in the verses themselves in this 
week’s Parasha in the unusual way it is 
presented to the nation:

ּה  ּתָ ִויִרׁשְ ָלְך  ֹנֵתן  ר ה' ֱאלֹקיָך  ֲאׁשֶ י-ָתֹבא ֶאל-ָהָאֶרץ  “ּכִ
ר  ָכל-ַהּגֹוִים ֲאׁשֶ יָמה ָעַלי ֶמֶלְך ּכְ ּה ְוָאַמְרּתָ ָאשִׂ ה ּבָ ְבּתָ ְוָיׁשַ
ר ִיְבַחר ה' ֱאלֹקיָך ּבו:”  ים ָעֶליָך ֶמֶלְך ֲאׁשֶ שִׂ ְסִביֹבָתי: שֹׂום ּתָ

”When you will enter the land that your G-d 
has assigned to you, and taken possession 

of it and settled in it, and will say, ‘I will 
appoint a king over me, as do all the nations 
around me.’ You shall surely appoint a king 
over yourself, one that will be chosen by 
Hashem, your G-d.“ (Devarim 17:14-15). 

This seems contradictory. On the one 
hand, there is an unequivocal mitzvah to 
appoint a king presented in a clear lan-
guage of a command, ”שום תשים“, ”You shall 
surely appoint a king over yourselves“. On 
the other hand, it is presented only as a 
response to the will of the people – seem-
ingly conditional on the request of the 
nation. No request, no king. Furthermore, 
the request is articulated in an apparently 
negative way – to want a king only because 
the nations of the world have one and not 
because of any lofty spiritual motive. 

Good or Bad? 
So, is kingship and political leadership 
positive or negative? Is it something that 
the G-d wants or is it, so to speak, a Divine 
concession?  

The laws of kingship are not codified in 
the classic halachic compendia – the Tur 
and Shulchan Aruch – but they are indeed 
clearly mentioned by the Rambam. He 
rules clearly and unequivocally according 
to the opinion of Rabbi Yehuda: 

ִניָסָתן ָלָאֶרץ. ְלַמּנֹות  ַעת ּכְ ׁשְ ָרֵאל ּבִ לֹׁש ִמְצֹות ִנְצַטּוּו ִישְׂ ׁשָ
ָעֶליָך  ים  שִׂ ּתָ ֱאַמר (דברים יז טו) “שֹׂום  ּנֶ ׁשֶ ֶמֶלְך  ָלֶהם 
ֱאַמר (דברים כה יט)  ּנֶ ל ֲעָמֵלק ׁשֶ ֶמֶלְך”. ּוְלַהְכִרית ַזְרעֹו ׁשֶ
ֱאַמר  ּנֶ ִחיָרה ׁשֶ ית ַהּבְ ְמֶחה ֶאת ֵזֶכר ֲעָמֵלק”. ְוִלְבנֹות ּבֵ “ּתִ

ה” ּמָ ָ ְכנֹו ִתְדְרׁשּו ּוָבאָת ּשׁ (דברים יב ה) “ְלׁשִ

Israel was commanded to fulfill three mitz-
vot upon entering the Promised Land: To 
choose a king, as Deuteronomy 17:15 states: 
‘Appoint a king over yourselves.’ To wipe 
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out the descendants of Amalek, as Deu-
teronomy 25:19 states: ‘Erase the memory 
of Amalek.’ To build G-d's Chosen House, 
as Deuteronomy 12:5 states: ‘Seek out His 
Presence and go there.’ (Mishne Torah, 
Laws of Kings and their Wars 1:1)  

There you have it – an absolute duty. The 
Jewish people are commanded to appoint 
a king as the very first national mitzvah to 
fulfill once they have completed the con-
quest and settling of the land. The king will 
then go on to be a force of good in the world 
and will be charged with two enormous 
responsibilities – eradicating evil embod-
ied by the wicked Amalakites and then 
building the holy temple in Jerusalem as 
the place of Divine service and connection. 
The king as the supreme political leader is 
clearly a spiritual ideal.

If it is indeed so clear that there is a com-
mand to appoint a king, then there are 
piercing questions that must be addressed!

Why is the king’s appointment presented 
in the Torah in such an ambivalent way, 
open to alternative negative interpreta-
tions? Why is the appointment of the king 
dependent on the will of the people?2 

The of Great Challenge of Power 

To my mind, it is clear that the ambiva-
lence towards the appointment of a king 
is because of the great challenge of human 
power in general and political power in 
particular. Used correctly, political power 
is an unmatched force of good; when 
abused it is the single most destructive 
force on earth. After all, the most powerful 
person in every country is inevitably the 
political leader. A benevolent leader can do 
so much good whereas a cruel and corrupt 
one can do so much bad. Hitler caused the 
unimaginable Holocaust and the death of 
60 million people in the Second World War, 
bringing about the devastation of Europe. 
Truman and Marshall initiated America’s 
‘Marshall Plan’ in the war’s aftermath, 
arguably the greatest act of national 
benevolence ever in order to rebuild the 
devastated European continent. Political 
leadership, while necessary for human 
society’s ideal and functional leadership, 
carries in its belly the potential demon of 
unfettered destructive power. It is thus 
presented in an ambivalent way to reflect 
this dichotomy. 

Additionally, the potential for absolute 
political power must be tempered, directed 
and controlled. This is achieved by both 
limiting the king’s power and placing sig-
nificant restrictions on him. Division of 
power is achieved by giving moral and legal 
authority to the prophets and Judiciary 
–the Sanhedrin – respectively.3

The Torah in this week’s Parasha cites 
major restrictions on the king – limiting 
his wealth and number of wives and man-
dating him to carry on his arm a special 
portable Torah scroll to ensure continual 
Torah study, observance of mitzvot and 
engaging in ongoing moral reflection 
(Devarim 17:16-20). 

Consent and Consensus 

The appointment of the king must also 
be conditioned on the will of the people 
– it requires their consent. As important 
and necessary as a king is, he can only be 
appointed when the people are ready for it. 
Since he has more authority than anyone 
in society, he must be accepted by society 
as a whole. To be successful, his appoint-
ment cannot be coerced from above; it 
must be desired from below – a bottom-up 
model as opposed to top-down. 

It is not by chance that it took almost four 
hundred years after entering the Land 
until a king could be appointed. It can only 
happen when the people are ready for it 
and hence request it. 

The Biblical Book of Judges is a critique 
of hundreds of years of tribalism and 
disunity chronicling a long 350 year 
process of the Tribes of Israel slowly 
reaching the conclusion that they 
needed to unify under one leader. The 
key verse which repeats itself four times 
in the book is, ”בימים ההם אין מלך בישראל“ 
”In those days there was no king in Israel“ 
and hence much national weakness and 
disunity. Only when the nation came 

together clearly understanding the need 
for one supreme political leader and uni-
fied enough to agree on the choice, could 
a king be appointed. 

Israel Today 
The greatest challenge and opportunity in 
modern Jewish history is undoubtedly the 
establishment of the State of Israel. After 
almost 2000 years of wandering, it has 
finally brought the Jewish People home 
and afforded us the great privilege of the 
mitzvah of statehood and statecraft.
It is a great mitzvah that needs to be 
handled with tremendous sensitivity 
and care. If done incorrectly, it can very 
quickly become machiavellian, focusing on 
power politics, bullying, manipulation and 
cruelty as opposed to the mutual good of 
society as a whole, covenantal fate, ethics 
and morality. 
This is the great opportunity of Jewish 
statehood – to be a light unto the nations, 
of bringing moral truth to power and 
righteousness to politics. Never afraid of 
using force power to defend ourselves and 
preserve the peace when necessary, but 
always ensuring the primacy of moral con-
science and halachic checks and balances 
in the usage of that power.

1. Rav Nehorai continues that this is evidenced 
by Shmuel and Hashem’s harsh response to 
the people’s actual request for a king hun-
dreds of years later. Hashem comforts the 
scorned Samuel by saying that the request 
is tantamount to despising and forsaking 
G-d, thereby implying that G-d alone should 
be the King of the Jewish People (Samuel I, 
6-7). Rabbi Yehuda would explain that there 
is no problem in requesting a king, quite the 
contrary as it is a mitzvah. The problem in 
the book of Samuel lay either in how they 
requested a king or perhaps in the incorrect 
timing of the request.

2. Regarding the request being presented in a 
seemingly negative way of wanting to emu-
late the pagan nations, there are positive 
ways of interpreting it. For example, the Kli 
Yakar mentions that this is referring to a 
positive request to want a king and be ruled 
in the mode of the successful royal regimes 
of the time.

3. The Kings of Judah (who were generally 
righteous as opposed to those of Israel who 
were often sinful) were answerable to the 
judges (Rambam, Mishne Torah, Laws of 
Sanhedrin 2:2).

Used correctly, political power 
is an unmatched force of good; 

when abused it is the single most 
destructive force on earth.
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The Danger of Overconfidence  
Rabbi Reuven Taragin
Educational Director, World Mizrachi
Dean of Overseas Students, Yeshivat Hakotel

ַעְצְמָך ַעד יֹום מֹוְתָך… (אבות ב:ה) ֲאִמין ּבְ ּבּור, ְוַאל ּתַ ְפֹרׁש ִמן ַהּצִ ל אֹוֵמר, ַאל ּתִ ִהּלֵ

In the second perek’s fifth mishnah, 
Hillel lists five things to avoid. The 
second one is: ”Do not believe in your-
self until the day that you die.“1 The 

Rambam explains that even if a person 
has successfully strengthened himself 
spiritually, he should realize that he can 
still lose the level he has reached.

According to Rabbeinu Yonah, Hillel refers 
to both our ability to avoid sin and to our 
broader faith and religious identity. 

Avoiding Sin
Rabbeinu Yonah adds that the yetzer hara 
(evil inclination) is constantly looking for 
ways to trip us up, utilizing new strategies 
for each stage of our lives. This is why 
Rav Chiyya bar Ashi used to daven (even 
in his old age), ”Harachaman Hu yatzileinu 
mi’yetzer hara – May the All-Merciful save 
me from the evil inclination.“ His wife did 
not understand why he was still worried 
at such an old age. She decided to test 
him by petitioning him while disguised 
as another woman – and Rav Chiya suc-
cumbed to his yetzer hara. She learned how 
true Hillel’s words are.

The Meiri connects this idea to the mis-
take made by Shlomo Hamelech, whose 
overconfidence caused him to ignore the 
Torah’s prohibition against kings marry-
ing too many wives for fear that the wives 
might cause kings to sin. Sadly, Shlomo’s 
overconfidence was misplaced. His wives 
swayed him towards idolatry. 

Chazal (Sanhedrin 107a) tell us that Shlo-
mo’s father, David, was also a victim of 
overconfidence. His sin with Batsheva 
occurred because he challenged G-d to 
test him. Even a lifetime of success does 
not make one immune. 

Chazal (Bava Batra 57) brand a person who 
chooses an unnecessary nisayon (challeng-
ing situation) as a rasha (wicked person). 
One who cares about avoiding sin avoids 
situations that can lead to it. 

Rabbinically instituted safeguards should 
also be heeded till the end of our lives. The 
great Rav Yishmael ben Elisha learned 
this the hard way. Though the rabbis 
prohibited reading from an oil lamp on 
Shabbat in fear that one might come to 
absentmindedly tilt the lamp to generate 
more light, Rav Yishmael was confident 
that he could read without tilting. He read 
from an oil lamp, and absentmindedly 
tilted it, causing him to remark, ”Kama 
gedolim divrei chachamim – How great are 
the words of the wise.“ (Shabbat 12a)

Faith and Religious Identity
As mentioned, Rabbeinu Yonah says that 
HIllel’s idea also applies to one’s faith and 
broader religious identity. Even a person 
who has lived a full life guided by a strong 
religious character should avoid exposure 
to heresy. Rashi2 references the sad case 
of Yochanan Kohen Gadol, who became a 
heretic at the end of his life despite having 
served as Kohen Gadol for eighty (!) years. 

Maximizing Potential
It is noteworthy that Hillel does not men-
tion either sin or faith by name. This 
opens the door to the broader interpre-
tation offered by Rav Yisrael of Vishnitz,3 

who explains the mishnah as referring 
to positive spiritual growth. One should 
never be complacent and feel that he has 
achieved enough.4 Every moment of our 
lives is one that can and should be used for 
continued growth. This is why the Torah 
(Devarim 21:4) commands us to respond to 

the finding of a corpse (whose murderer 
is unknown) by killing of a calf that has 
never worked in a ravine that has never 
been ploughed. The waste of the calf 
and ravine should help us appreciate the 
potential growth lost through the prema-
ture loss of life.  

Though we should be proud of how we 
resist temptation and the positive things 
we accomplish,5 we should avoid allow-
ing overconfidence to cause us to let 
down our guard or complacency to allow 
us to be satisfied with less than we can 
accomplish.

 Summarized by Yedidyah Rosenwasser.

1. Avot 2:5. Hillel’s first caution states: ”Do not 
separate yourself from the tzibbur (commu-
nity).“ The Rashbatz explains the connection 
between these two statements. Being part 
of the tzibbur helps a person maintain his 
religious identity. One should not allow over-
confidence to cause him to separate from 
the community with the assumption that 
he does not need their support. 

2. Rashi, Brachot 29a, D“H Al. See also Rav 
Ovadya Mi’Bartenura’s commentary to our 
mishnah. 

3. Rav Yisrael’s interpretation aims to answer 
the question asked by many from the 
gemara (Yoma 38b) that says that once a 
person has lived most of their life without 
sin (or even avoided it twice), they can 
assume that they will no longer sin. 

4. Rabbeinu Yonah himself (Avot 2:8) tells us that 
though Rav Yochanan ben Zakkai knew an 
amazing amount of Torah (see Talmud Bavli, 
Sukkah 28a for a full list), he still felt that he 
had not yet reached half of the amount he 
needed to learn. 

5. The mishna later in Avot’s second perek (mish-
neh 13) teaches us ”Al tehi rasha bifnei atzmecha 
(Be not wicked in your own eyes).“ A person 
should appreciate their righteousness and 
success.

PIRKEI AVOT
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Half-Way There….
        Rabbanit Shani Taragin

Educational Director, World Mizrachi

This week we find ourselves at the 
”half-way mark“ between Tish’a 
b’Av and Rosh HaShana, halfway 
in the process of national con-

solation. As we’ve noted in previous shi-
urim, the structure of the seven haftarot 
of consolation reflect the transition from 
mourning and despair to comfort and 
repair. Each week’s haftarah provides 
us with more strength to move past 
the destruction of the past and to work 
towards restoring our relationship with 
Hashem.

The midrash quoted by the Avudraham 
in his commentary on the order of the 
parashiot and haftaroth poignantly 
expresses this development: ”The Midrash 
suggests... that they (Chazal) established 
that the first of these haftarot would be 
‘Comfort, comfort My people’ – as though 
Hashem is commanding the prophets to 
comfort His nation. To this Knesset Yisrael 
responds: ‘And Tzion says, ”Hashem has 
abandoned me“’ – i.e., she is not consoled 
by the comfort of the prophets... And 
where the haftarah is ‘a stormy afflicted 
one who will not be comforted,’ it is as if 
the prophets once again declare before 
the Holy One: See, Knesset Yisrael is not 
appeased with our consolations. There-
fore the Holy One Himself again speaks: 
‘I, I am your comforter,’ and then He 
says, ‘Rejoice, O barren one who has not 
given birth,’ and also ‘Arise and shine, 
for your light has come.’ To this, Knesset 
Yisrael responds: ‘I shall surely rejoice in 
Hashem’ – as if to say, now I have reason 
to rejoice and to be joyful, ‘My soul will 
rejoice in my G-d for He has dressed me 
in garments of salvation....’“

Through this week’s haftarah, states the 
midrash, we are finally appeased and 

may begin to rejoice once more.  Hashem 
”personally“ comes to console us – ”I, I 
am your comforter“ (Yeshayahu 51:12-
52:12) instead of employing messengers. 
But there is even greater comfort in 
these words as we compare them to the 
laments of Eicha. Dr. Yael Ziegler notes 
(etzion.org.il eikha-chapter-2-part-9) how 
the narrator [of Eicha] fails to offer comfort 
in the wake of Jerusalem’s unfathomable sit-
uation, leaving the reader submerged in the 
limitless depths of Jerusalem’s immeasurable 
pain….Nevertheless, Isaiah’s prophecies of com-
fort seem to refer to these verses in Eikha, filling 
the void created by the narrator’s inadequacies. 
First, Isaiah calls to G-d, who can control the 
irrepressible sea, to restore order to a chaotic 
world:

Awaken, awaken, garb yourself with 
strength, arm of G-d,

Awaken like days of old, like ancient 
generations…

Are You not the One who dried up 
yam (the sea), the great depths of the 
waters? (Isaiah 51:9-10)

Isaiah then cites G-d, who promises Israel 
that He himself will offer them solace, 
and that He can absolutely control the 
wild sea:

I, I, am He who comforts you (men-
achemchem)… And I am your G-d, [Who] 
calms the sea and churns up its waves… 
(Isaiah 51:12, 15)

Following this, Isaiah addresses Jerusa-
lem directly, recognizing her brokenness 
and her misery, due especially to the mis-
fortunes of the wretched children, who 
faint and lie in the streets:

Awaken, awaken! Arise Jerusalem, 
for you have drunk from the hands 
of G-d the cup of His wrath… There 
was none to guide her from all of the 
children that she birthed, and there 
is none to support her hand from all 
of the children that she raised. Two 
[calamities] have befallen you. Who 
will show sympathy to you? Plunder-
ing and brokenness (shever), starvation 
and sword: Who can console you? Your 
children fainting, lying prone on every 
street corner… who are filled with the 
wrath of G-d, with the rebuke of your 
G-d. (Isaiah 51:17-20).

Finally, Isaiah promises the reversal of 
Jerusalem’s misfortunes, the recovery of 
her dignity and future:

Awaken, awaken! Garb [yourself] in 
strength, Zion! 

Garb yourself in clothes of majesty, 
Jerusalem, Holy City!

For no longer will the uncircumcised 
and impure come against you.

Shake yourself off, arise from the dust, 
captives of Jerusalem.

Unfasten the chains on your neck, cap-
tives of the Daughter of Zion! (Isaiah 
52:1-2)

This week’s haftarah of consolation 
encourages us to ”cease the dismal mourn-
ing of exile and captivity, and replace it 
with the joy and dignity of liberation, a 
celebration of the rectification of Eikha’s 
dreadful scene.“ The tempestuous seas 
of destruction are replaced with Divine 
calm, the dreadful loneliness replaced 
with a city filled once more, and the dust 
of despair shaken off. The hallmark of 

Continued on page 7
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Halachic Q&A
Rabbi Yosef Zvi Rimon
Head, Mizrachi Rabbinic Council | Founder and Chairman, Sulamot

Question: I have three pineapple trees 
in my backyard and two of them are 
dead. I am looking to expand my patio in 
order to have a larger sukkah this year, 
but doing so would entail cutting down 
the three pineapple trees. Am I allowed 
to cut them down for this reason? I am 
willing to replant elsewhere if that is 
necessary.  

Answer: The Rambam (Melachim 1:8-9) 
writes based on the Gemara in Bava 
Kamma 91 that there is a Torah prohibi-
tion to cut down a fruit tree. The Rambam 
writes that the issur applies if the tree 
is cut down with destructive intent, and 
therefore, if the tree causes damage in 
other ways it is permissible to remove it. 
Additionally, one may cut it down if the 
tree only produces a minimal amount of 
fruit and it is not worth the effort to care 
for it. 

The Rosh writes that if one needs the 
place where the tree is, it is permissible 
to remove it.  The Taz writes based on the 
Rosh that if the need for using the land 
is worth more than the tree, one may cut 
the tree down (the Taz writes regarding 
removing trees to build a home).  The Beit 
Yaakov disagrees with the Taz and proves 
from Tosfot that this is forbidden. 

The Shu“t Har Tzvi deals with the case of 
removing trees for a sukkah. He writes 
that there may not be heter due to the 
fact that the value of the sukkah may be 
less than the tree. I think that nowadays 
it is clear that the value of a bigger patio 
for a bigger sukkah is definitely greater 
than the value of the tree. Many people 
will pay tens of thousands to have a bigger 
sukkah space. 

On the other hand, the Shu“t Har Tzvi 
writes based on the Shiltei Giborim that 

destroying a tree for the sake of a mitzvah 
is permissible. 

The conclusion of the Har Tzvi is that 
in a case where the tree is orlah it can 
be destroyed for the sake of building a 
sukkah. Even in cases when it is permis-
sible, Har Tzvi writes that it is better for 
the removal of the tree to be done by a 
non-Jew (based on Ya’avetz). 

Rav Ovadya Yosef paskins in Yabiyah 
Omer that one may destoy fruit trees for 
the sake of expanding property (like the 
Taz) if there is a need. However, this is not 
allowed purely to  beautify one's property. 
He adds that asking a non-Jew is not nec-
essary but preferable. 

In practice, you can remove the tree in 
this case, but you should do your best to 
have a non-Jew remove the tree. If possi-
ble, planting the tree in a different place 
would be a great thing to do. 

Question: We have a small shul and 
there are not many people who can 
serve as shaliach tzibur. We like to have 
chazzanim who can uplift the congrega-
tion in song and proper nusach. Under 
these circumstances, can we have one 
of our chazanim who is an avel lead 
tefillah on Shabbat? 

Under these circumstances it is permissi-
ble for the avel to serve as shaliach tzibur 
on Shabbat. If there are others who can 
lead at the same level, it is better to have 
others lead. 

Question: Can a Jewish makeup artist 
accept work from non-Jews for restor-
ative art (working with corpses)? This 
business is extremely lucrative, does 
that play a factor? 

Answer: There is an issur of nivul hamet 
(disgracing a corpse) and deriving benifit 
from a corpse (YD 349, applies also to 
non-Jewish corpses). In this question 
there is no concern of benefiting from the 
corpse. Regarding disgracing the corpse, 
because this is the practice of many non-
Jews and they do not see in this any dis-
grace, it seems that me’ikar hadin this is 
permissible. However, this should only 
be done if needed for parnassa. If there is 
a good amount of business elsewhere, it 
would be better not to deal with corpses. 

Question: Our family is going on vaca-
tion to the north, and we’d like to go 
fruit and vegetable picking with “katif 
atzmi.”  What are the halachot to be 
aware of for this year? 

Answer: You are allowed to take the 
amount for your family for a few days. 

If the produce is heter mechira, then 
you need to separate ma’asrot without 
a bracha, and out of doubt separate both 
maaser ani and maaser sheni without 
a bracha. You do not need to give the 
maaser ani in practice. 

 Translated from Hebrew and abbreviated by 
Yaakov Panitch.
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תקציר פרשת שופטים

הרבנית שרון רימון

נושא ב לדיון  שוב  עולה  שופטים  פרשת 
נבואת השקר, בו עסקנו בשיעור הקודם. 
אך הפעם, לא מדובר על נביא עבודה זרה, 

אלא על נבואת שקר אחרת.
ועולה השאלה - כיצד ניתן להבחין בין נבואת אמת 
ֵנַדע ֶאת  ֵאיָכה    - לנבואת שקר? או בלשון הכתוב 

רֹו ה'? ר לֹא ִדּבְ ָבר ֲאׁשֶ ַהּדָ
התורה נותנת לכך תשובה קצרה ופשוטה:

ָבר ְולֹא ָיבֹוא  ם ה' ְולֹא ִיְהֶיה ַהּדָ ׁשֵ ִביא ּבְ ר ַהּנָ ר ְיַדּבֵ ֲאׁשֶ
רֹו ה'... (דברים י"ח, כא-כב). ר לֹא ִדּבְ ָבר ֲאׁשֶ הּוא ַהּדָ

באופן פשוט, אמיתות הנבואה נבחנת בקיומה – 
שקר.  נבואת  היא  מתקיימת  איננה  אשר  נבואה 
כלל.  פשוט  לא  העניין  אולם מתברר שבמציאות 
אין אפשרות להמתין עד למועד התקיימות הנבואה 
על מנת להוכיח את אמינותה, כי אז הנבואה כבר 
נבואת אמת יכולה  ולעתים,  לא תהיה רלוונטית. 
בספרי  לכן,  העם.  מעשי  שינוי  לאור  להשתנות 
הנביאים אנו מתוודעים להתמודדויות קשות ביותר 
בנושא זה, בהם ההכרעה וההבחנה בין נביא אמת 

לנביא שקר הייתה מורכבת.

 400 מול  מתמודד  כ"ב)  (מל"א  ימלה  בן  מיכיהו 
יצליח  שהוא  לאחאב  מנבאים  שכולם  נביאים, 
במלחמה ברמות גלעד, בעוד שמיכיהו בן ימלה יודע 
בוודאות שנבואתם נובעת מ"רוח שקר" שנשלחה 
להטעותם, ואילו האמת האלקית היא שאחאב עומד 

ליפול במלחמה ברמות גלעד.
שקר.  נביאי  מול  רבות  פעמים  מתמודד  ירמיהו 
בהתמודדות שלו מול חנניה בן עזור (ירמיהו כ"ו) 
ניכר שירמיהו עצמו אינו בטוח מי משניהם צודק: 
חנניה שטען שבעוד שנתיים תסתיים גלות בבל, וכלי 
המקדש והגולים יחזרו מבבל לירושלים, או ירמיהו 

שטען שגלות בבל תמשך 70 שנה.
בשני המקרים הללו, תוכן הנבואה איננו יכול להעיד 
החלטה  על  ומדובר  מאחר  אמינותה,  מידת  על 
פוליטית ולא על קיום מצוות (עליו דיברנו בשיעור 
הקודם). גם ההמתנה לקיום הנבואה לא רלוונטית, 
מכיוון שנדרשת הכרעה מעשית באותו זמן – האם 
אחאב יצא למלחמה או לא? האם יושבי ירושלים 

יכנעו למלך בבל או לא?
להבחנה  נוספים  קריטריונים  כמה  נותן  ירמיהו 

הנבואה: באמיתות 

א.      הנביא עצמו צריך להבחין בדרגת הנבואה שלו, 
ולדעת מה מקורה. נבואת אמת היא חוויה עצמתית 
שאי אפשר להתכחש לה, ולעומת זאת, מי שמקבל 
נבואה ממקורות רוחניים נמוכים או מחלומות, אמור 
להבחין בכך. כמו כן, הנביא אמור לדעת באיזו מידה 
הוא מוכן לנבואה, מחובר לה', ומכוון לרצונו, ולפי 

זה לדעת את מידת אמיתות נבואתו.
ב.      תוכן הנבואה יכול להעיד על אמיתותה. נבואה 
הסותרת דברי תורה או מזלזלת בדבר ה' מעידה 
על עצמה שהיא שקרית. כמו כן, נבואה שמחזקת 
ידי רשעים או מגבירה מעשים רעים היא כנראה 

נבואה שקרית.
ג.       נבואה לטובה נבחנת בהתקיימותה. לעומת 
זאת, נבואה לרעה יכולה להשתנות אם העם מיטיב 

את דרכיו.
ד.      אישיות הנביא יכולה להעיד אם הוא ראוי 

ולנבואת אמת. אלקים  לקרבת 
למרות הקריטריונים הללו, ההבחנה קשה, ומסורה 
ללב. אהבת ה' ואמונה בה' הם הבסיס לקליטה נכונה 

של המציאות ולהבחנה בין האמת לשקר.

Continued from page 5

encouragement is broadcast in the final 
verses of the haftarah reading: ”Hark, 
thy watchmen! they lift up the voice, 
together do they sing; for they shall see, 
eye to eye, Hashem returning to Zion. 
Break forth into joy, sing together, waste 
places of Jerusalem; for Hashem has 
comforted His people, He has redeemed 
Jerusalem.“ (52:8-9). The lack of a rela-
tionship with Hashem is replaced with 
eye-to-eye contact. The eyes filled with 
tears in Eicha, now look directly at G-d 
once more. Yerushalayim once ruined is 
now Yerushalayim redeemed!

Lastly, we also note connections with this 
week’s parasha – Parshat Shoftim. The 
parasha deals with the institutions of lead-
ership of the nation: judges, officers, the 
king, kohanim, prophets. In the haftarah 
as well, we hear about leadership: ”There 
is no leader for her among all the children 
she has borne; there is none who holds her 
hand of all the children she has raised“ 
(51:18). ”Their rulers yell“ (52:5), ”the voice 
of your watchmen – they have lifted their 
voices“ (52:8). The haftarah reminds us of 
the calamities that befall due to improper 
and immoral leadership and underscores 

the importance of the institutions of 
legal, religious and political legislation 
dictated by the parasha. Once again, we 
are comforted with the final words of 
the haftarah and exegesis on the para-
sha – ”for Hashem will go before you, and 
the G-d of Israel will be your rear guard“ 
(52:12). Ultimately, Divine leadership is 
supreme, protective and reassuring. May 
these words comfort and invigorate us in 
preparation for Rosh HaShana. 
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Pay Attention: Guard Your Gates
Sivan Rahav Meir and Yedidya Meir
World Mizrachi Scholars-in-Residence

Iam reminded each year of the follow-
ing story regarding parashat Shoftim: 
I was 14 years old and was invited to 
a religious event. The rabbi opened 

with the following words and I did not 
understand any of them: ”‘You shall set 
up judges and law enforcement officials 
for yourself at your gates.’ We need to 
appoint judges and police at the gates 
that HaShem created for us. Look at our 
faces: the mouth, the eyes, and the ears 
are the face’s gates. We must pay attention 
to what we allow into our bodies when 
we eat and what we allow to go outside 
of them when we speak. And we must 
pay attention to what we allow into our 
minds – what we hear, see, and read.“

As I said, I did not understand a word of 
this. A girl sitting next to me whispered 
the following explanation: ”The rabbi 
took the first verse of the weekly Torah 
portion, parashat Shoftim: ‘You shall set 
up judges and law enforcement officials 
for yourself at your gates.’ What the rabbi 
is saying is commentary. The verse states 
that we need to appoint actual judges and 
police. But this is only the ‘pshat’ or simple 
explanation. The rabbi gives an interpre-
tation to ‘gates,’ comparing them to the 
openings in our faces for which ‘judges 
and police’ are needed. In short, he means 
to say to the teenagers gathered here that 
they should not watch a lot of television 
during summer vacation.“

Wow, I thought. I did not know that the 
weekly Torah portion was parashat Shof-
tim, but everyone else who was there knew 
that. Unlike them, I was not familiar with 
that Torah verse, nor did I understand the 
first dvar Torah that I ever heard.

I did not know that we could jump from 
the simple meaning of the verse to the sig-
nificance of its message in our daily lives.

Each year I am reminded of that same 
14-year-old teenage girl when I hear the 
Shoftim Torah portion and the wonderful 
idea contained in its first verse.

◼ ◼ ◼

The following idea was written and sent 
to me by Dr. Rakefet Ben Yishai:

”Every home, even if it is cleaned well 
once a week, needs a thorough cleaning 
once in a while. There are hidden corners 
to which we do not get (or do not want to 
get) regularly, there are old items that we 
have no need for anymore, furniture that 
needs to be fixed and walls that require 
painting. In our daily routine we do not 
always invest time in taking care of these 
matters, but once a year Passover arrives, 
which forces us to pay attention to them.

The month of Elul is Passover cleaning for 
the soul. Throughout the year we live our 
lives, with the ups and downs, with the 
better days and the not-so-great days. The 
race of life has its own, and problematic 
habits that we have adopted - negative 
thoughts, conflicts and inner burnout - 
are set aside and swept under the rug. We 
do not always have the time, the courage 
or the equanimity to deal with them, and 
here - the last month of the year gives us 
a chance to stop and shake the dust off 
of our mind.

The Shoftim Portion that we read this 
week reminds us: ”ָך ְרֶבּ  Thou”) “ּוִבַעְרָתּ ָהָרע ִמִקּ
shalt put away the evil from the midst of 
thee“). Now is the time to deal with the 
matters that we have neglected during the 
year, to sit with ourselves with integrity 
and honesty and perform a sincere soul 
searching, to identify problematic points 
in us and to think of ways in which to get 
rid of them, and to strengthen the most 
important thing – the good and the posi-
tive within us.“

◼ ◼ ◼

כל כך הרבה פעמים סיקרתי, לצערי, משפטים פליליים 
של אישים בכירים. אפילו ראש ממשלה לשעבר ונשיא 
מה  קורה?  זה  איך  בכלא.  כאן  ישבו  כבר  לשעבר 
המנגנון שגורם לאדם שעולה לגדולה להתנהג ככה?

במלך  עוסקת  “שופטים”,  פרשת  השבוע,  פרשת 
עליו  מרעיפה  לא  הפרשה  מקבל.  שהוא  וביחס 
שבחים, אלא להיפך – הגבלות. כל כוח צריך לרסן. 
הוא לא מלך אלא משרת, לא הוא במרכז אלא הציבור 
שאותו הוא מנהיג. ומלך – צריך למלוך קודם כל 
על עצמו. התורה דורשת ממנו להגביל את עצמו 
בשלל תחומי החיים, וגם לכתוב לעצמו ספר תורה, 
שיהיה צמוד אליו. תחשבו שכמו מאבטחי שב"כ, 
המנהיג מסתובב גם עם ספר תורה, שיזכור תמיד 

שעליו להתנהג בהתאם.

במילים יפות מזהירה התורה לא רק מלכים, אלא את 
כל מי שעולה בדרגה, כל מי שמקבל מינוי חדש או 
תואר, כל מי שעלול לעוף על עצמו כעת יותר מדיי: 
ְצָוה  ַהִמּ י סּור ִמן  ּוְלִבְלִתּ ְלָבבֹו ֵמֶאָחיו,  י רּום  “ְלִבְלִתּ

ָיִמין ּוְשׂמֹאל”.

אולי כשאנחנו שומעים שמישהו מתמנה למנהל בית 
ספר, או מסיים קורס קצינים, או מקבל תואר של 
רב או פרופסור, אנחנו לא צריכים לומר רק “מזל 
טוב” אלא גם: “איך אתה שומר על עצמך? איך אתה 
מתכוון להישאר נאמן לערכים שלך ולא להתבלבל 

מהכבוד, הפרסום והמעמד?”. שלא ירום לבבנו.

◼ ◼ ◼

האם אנחנו אמורים רק לזרום, או גם לצמוח? לעשות 
רק מה שמתחשק, או לשים לעצמנו גבולות? פרשת 
השבוע נפתחת בדרישה הבאה: “שופטים ושוטרים 
תיתן לך בכל שעריך”. פרשנינו מסבירים כי הכוונה 
אינה רק למינוי שופטים ושוטרים, אלא גם לפיקוח 
עצמי של האדם. על האדם לשים שופטים ושוטרים 
בכל ’שערי‘ גופו – פה, עיניים ואוזניים. כלומר, לשים 
לב היטב למה שהוא אומר, שומע ורואה. לא לתת לכל 
מה שקורה בחוץ להיכנס לתוך התודעה שלו דרך 
העיניים והאוזניים, ולא לתת לכל מילה אפשרית 
לצאת מפיו. אנחנו בדרך כלל רוצים לזרום, אבל כאן 
יש דרישה לצמוח. לדאוג לריסון, לעמל, להשקעה. 
הרב אברהם וינברג, מייסד חסידות סלונים, אמר על 
כך לתלמידיו משפט נוקב: "יום שבו אדם לא עשה 

דבר כנגד רצונו – אינו נחשב כיום בחיים".
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”You shall surely pursue jus-
tice in order that you shall 
live and you shall inherit 
the Land that Hashem your 

G-d gives you. You shall not plant for your-
self any idolatrous tree alongside the altar 
of the Hashem your G-d which you shall 
make for yourself“ (Devarim 16:20-21).

The laws concerning the appointment 
of Judges at the beginning of this week’s 
Parsha are immediately followed by the 
prohibition against planting a tree for 
idolatrous purposes. The Gemara in San-
hedrin explains the connection between 
these laws:

”Reish Lakish says, ‘anyone who appoints 
an unsuitable Judge, it is as if he is plant-
ing an idolatrous tree in Israel, as it says, 
‘You shall appoint for yourself Judges 
and officers’, and juxtaposed to it, ‘You 
shall not plant for yourself any idolatrous 
tree’’.“ (Sanhedrin 7b).

Reish Lakish explains that appointing an 
unsuitable Judge is as severe as planting a 
tree to use it as an idol. Nevertheless, the 
relationship between these laws remains 

unclear. What is the connection between 
pursuing justice and planting a tree?

From its outer appearance, the idolatrous 
tree looks no different from any other 
tree. Like any other tree, it had the poten-
tial to inspire great belief in Hashem, 
highlighting the wisdom of Hashem as it 
appears through nature. However, despite 
its outer appearance, the idolatrous tree is 
spiritually rotten, abominable, and must 
be destroyed.

Reish Lakish wants to teach us that a 
Judge who behaves inappropriately is 
like an idolatrous tree. Though his outer 
appearance may make him look as pious 
and righteous as any other judge, he is 

internally rotten. We must therefore be 
exceptionally careful when appointing 
Judges, not to be influenced by external 
appearance alone.

Whilst this message is aimed at Judges in 
a formal legal setting, it is highly relevant 
to our individual lives as well. It is easy to 
righteously claim, ”We should not judge“, 
but the unavoidable reality is that we nat-
urally make conclusions about the people 
and circumstances around us.

As we move through the month of Elul 
and enter the build-up to the Day of Judg-
ment when we will all be on trial, we must 
aim to improve our judgment of others. 
It is not enough to appear just or fair. We 
must ensure that we are purely motivated 
and entirely clear of any bias, prejudice, 
or search for personal gain.

By judging those around us with under-
standing and compassion, may we be 
deserving of favourable judgments 
ourselves.

Shabbat Shalom!

What is the connection 
between pursuing justice 

and planting a tree?
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Environmental Responsibility
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks zt”l

Some commands in the Torah were 
understood so narrowly by the 
Sages that they were rendered 
almost inapplicable. One example 

is the ir ha-nidachat, the city led astray into 
idolatry, about which the Torah states 
that ”you shall put the inhabitants of that 
town to the sword.“ (Deut. 13:16) Another 
is the ben sorer umoreh, the stubborn and 
rebellious child, brought by his parents to 
the court and, if found guilty, put to death. 
(Deut. 21:18-21)

In both of these cases some Sages then 
interpreted the law so restrictively that 
they said ”there never was and never will 
be“ a case in which the law was applied. 
(Sanhedrin 71a) As for the condemned city, 
Rabbi Eliezer said that if it contained a 
single mezuzah, the law was not enforced 
(ibid.). In the case of the rebellious child, 
R. Yehuda taught that if the mother and 
father did not sound or look alike, the law 
did not apply (ibid.). According to these 
interpretations, the two laws were never 
meant to be put into practice, but were 
written solely ”so that we should expound 
them and receive reward.“1 They had only 
an educational – not a legal – function.

In the opposite direction, some laws were 
held to be far more extensive than they 
seemed at first sight. One striking exam-
ple occurs in this week’s parsha. It refers 
to the conduct of a siege during wartime. 
The Torah states:

When you lay siege to a town and wage 
war against it for a long time to capture 
it, do not destroy its trees; do not wield 
an axe against them. You may eat from 
them; you must not cut them down. 
Are trees of the field human beings, 
that you should besiege them too? Only 
trees that you know do not produce 
food may you cut down for use build-
ing siege works until the town that 
has made war against you falls. (Deut. 
20:19-20)

This prohibition against destroying 
fruit-bearing trees was known as the rule 
of bal tashchit, ”do not destroy“. On the face 
of it, it is highly limited in scope. It does 
no more than forbid a ”scorched earth“ 
policy in the conduct of war. It seems to 
have no peacetime application. However, 
the Sages understood it very broadly to 
include any act of needless destruction. 
Maimonides states the law thus: ”Not only 
does this apply to trees, but also whoever 
breaks vessels or tears garments, destroys 
a building, blocks a wellspring of water, 
or destructively wastes food transgresses 
the command of bal tashchit.“2 This is the 
halachic basis of an ethic of environmen-
tal responsibility.

Why did the Oral Tradition, or at least 
some of its exponents, narrow the scope 
of the law in some cases, and broaden it 
in others? The short answer is: we do not 
know. The rabbinic literature does not tell 
us. But we can speculate. A posek, seeking 
to interpret Divine law in specific cases, 
will endeavour to do so in a way consis-
tent with the total structure of biblical 
teaching. If a text seems to conflict with 
a basic principle of Jewish law, it will be 
understood restrictively, at least by some. 
If it exemplifies such a principle, it will be 
understood broadly.

The law of the condemned city, where all 
the inhabitants were sentenced to death, 
seems to conflict with the principle of 
individual justice. When Sodom was 
threatened with such a fate, Abraham 
argued that if there were only ten inno-
cent people, the destruction of the entire 
population would be manifestly unfair: 
”Shall the judge of all the earth not do 
justice?“

The law of the stubborn and rebellious son 
was explained in the Talmud by R. Jose 
the Galilean on the grounds that: ”The 
Torah foresaw his ultimate destiny.“ He 
had begun with theft. The likelihood was 

that he would go on to violence and then 
to murder. ”Therefore the Torah ordained: 
Let him die innocent rather than die 
guilty.“3 This is pre-emptive punishment. 
The child is punished less for what he has 
done than for what he may go on to do. 
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, who said the 
law never was or would be applied, may 
have believed that in Judaism there is a 
contrary principle, that people are only 
judged for what they have done, not for 
what they will do. Retributive punish-
ment is justice; pre-emptive punishment 
is not.

To repeat: this is speculative. There may 
have been other reasons at work. But it 
makes sense to suppose that the Sages 
sought as far as possible to make their 
individual rulings consistent with the 
value-structure of Jewish law as they 
understood it. On this view, the law of 
the condemned city exists to teach us 
that idolatry, once accepted in public, is 
contagious, as we see from the history of 
Israel’s kings. The law of the stubborn and 
rebellious child is there to teach us how 
steep is the downward slope from juvenile 
delinquency to adult crime. Law exists not 
just to regulate but also to educate.

In the case of bal tashchit, however, there 
is an obvious fit with much else in Jewish 
law and thought. The Torah is concerned 
with what we would nowadays call ‘sus-
tainability.’ This is particularly true of the 
three commands ordaining periodic rest: 
the Sabbath, the Sabbatical year, and the 
Jubilee year. 

On the Sabbath all agricultural work is for-
bidden, ‘so that your ox and your donkey 
may rest.’ (Ex. 23:12) It sets a limit to our 
intervention in nature and the pursuit of 
economic growth. We become conscious 
that we are creations, not just creators. 
The earth is not ours but G-d’s. For six days 
it is handed over to us, but on the seventh 
we symbolically abdicate that power. We 

PARSHA HASHAVUA
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may perform no ‘work’, which is to say, an 
act that alters the state of something for 
human purposes. The Sabbath is a weekly 
reminder of the integrity of nature and 
the boundaries of human striving.
What the Sabbath does for humans and 
animals, the Sabbatical and Jubilee years 
do for the land. The earth, too, is entitled 
to its periodic rest. The Torah warns that 
if the Israelites do not respect this, they 
will suffer exile, ‘Then shall the land make 
appeasement for its Sabbaths, for as long 
as it lies desolate and you are in your 
enemies’ lands. Then the land will rest 
and make appeasement for its Sabbaths.’ 
(Lev. 26:34)
Behind this are two concerns. One is envi-
ronmental. As Maimonides points out, 
land which is overexploited eventually 
erodes and loses its fertility. The Israelites 
were therefore commanded to conserve 
the soil by giving it periodic fallow years, 
not pursuing short-term gain at the cost 
of long-term desolation.4 The second, no 
less significant, is theological. ‘The land,’ 
says G-d, ‘is Mine; you are merely migrants 
and visitors to Me.’ (Lev. 25:23)
We are guests on earth.
There is another group of commands 
which directs us against over-interfer-
ence with nature. The Torah forbids 
crossbreeding livestock, planting a field 
with mixed seeds, and wearing a garment 
of mixed wool and linen. These rules are 
called chukim or ‘statutes’. Nahmanides 
understood this term to mean laws that 
respect the integrity of nature. To mix differ-
ent species, he argued, was to presume 
to be able to improve on creation, and is 
thus an affront to the Creator. Each spe-
cies has its own internal laws of devel-
opment and reproduction, and these 
must not be tampered with: ‘One who 
combines two different species thereby 
changes and defies the work of creation, 
as if he believes that the Holy One, blessed 
be He, has not completely perfected the 
world and he now wishes to improve it by 
adding new kinds of creatures.’5 Deuteron-
omy also contains a law forbidding taking 
a young bird together with its mother. 
Nahmanides sees this as having the same 
underlying concern, namely of protecting 

species. Though the Bible permits us to 
use some animals for food, we must not 
cull them to extinction.
Samson Raphael Hirsch in the nineteenth 
century gave the most forcible interpreta-
tion of biblical law. The statutes relating 
to environmental protection, he said, rep-
resent the principle that ‘the same regard 
which you show to humanity you must 
also demonstrate to every lower creature, 
to the earth which bears and sustains all, 
and to the world of plants and animals.’ 
They are a kind of social justice applied to 
the natural world: ‘They ask you to regard 
all living things as G-d's property. Destroy 
none; abuse none; waste nothing; employ 
all things wisely ... Look upon all creatures 
as servants in the household of creation.’6

Hirsch also gave a novel interpretation to 
the phrase in Genesis 1, ‘Let Us make man 
in Our image after Our own likeness.’ The 
passage is puzzling, for at that stage, prior 
to the creation of man, G-d was alone. The 
‘Us’, says Hirsch, refers to the rest of cre-
ation. Because man alone would develop 
the capacity to change and possibly 
endanger the natural world, nature itself 
was consulted as to whether it approved 
of such a being. The implied condition 
is that humans may use nature only in 
such a way as to enhance it, not put it at 
risk. Anything else is ultra vires, outside 
the remit of our stewardship of the planet.
In this context, a phrase in Genesis 2 is 
decisive. Man was set in the Garden of 
Eden ‘to work it and safeguard it’ (Gen. 
2:15). The two Hebrew verbs are signifi-
cant. The first – le’ovdah – literally means 
‘to serve it'. Man is not just a master but 
also a servant of nature. The second – 
leshomrah – means ‘to guard it’. This is 
the verb used in later Torah legislation 
to describe the responsibilities of a guard-
ian of property that does not belong to 
him. He must exercise vigilance in its 
protection and is liable for loss through 

negligence. This is perhaps the best short 
definition of humanity’s responsibility for 
nature as the Bible conceives it.
Man’s dominion over nature is thus lim-
ited by the requirement to serve and 
conserve. The famous story of Genesis 
2-3 – eating the forbidden fruit, and the 
subsequent exile from Eden – makes just 
this point. Not everything we can do, may 
we do. Transgress the limits, and disas-
ter follows. All of this is summed up by a 
simple Midrash: 

”When G-d made man, He showed him 
the panoply of creation and said to 
him: ‘See all My works, how beautiful 
they are. All I have made, I have made 
for you. Take care, therefore, that you 
do not destroy My world, for if you do, 
there will be no one left to mend what 
you have destroyed.“7

We know much more than we once did 
about the dangers to the earth’s ecology 
by the ceaseless pursuit of economic 
gain. The guidance of the Oral tradition 
in interpreting ”do not destroy“ expan-
sively, not restrictively, should inspire us 
now. We should expand our horizons of 
environmental responsibility for the sake 
of generations not yet born, and for the 
sake of G-d, whose guests on earth we are.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• How do you think the Sages knew 

when to interpret a law as inap-
plicable, and when to expand it to 
encompass an entire Jewish principle 
of ethics?

• What do you think of this message 
that we are custodians, caretakers 
and guests on this earth?

• How can we as a Jewish community 
better embrace our own environmen-
tal responsibilities?

1. Tosefta Sanhedrin 11:6, 14:1.
2. Hilchot Melachim 6:10.
3. Mishnah Sanhedrin 8:5.
4.  Rambam, The Guide for the Perplexed, III:39.
5. Ramban, Commentary to Lev. 19:19.
6. S. R. Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters, Letter 11.
7. Kohelet Rabbah 7:13.
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The Judicial System
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Rosh Yeshivah, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary of Yeshiva University

The Parsha begins with the mitz-
vah to appoint dayanim. In Chutz 
La’Aretz, we must set up a beis din 
in every province, and in Eretz Yis-

rael, where the mitzvah applies in a stronger 
fashion, in every district and in every city 
(Makkos 7a). That does not necessarily mean 
that the beis din will have a frequent need 
to adjudicate cases in every city in Eretz Yis-
rael. Rather, the government in Eretz Yisrael 
should conduct itself in such a way that all 
of the systems necessary for a well-func-
tioning society, such as a fire department, 
police department, and a court system, are 
in place.
Similarly, later in the parsha (Devarim 
19:8-10), we are told that there will be an 
additional three arei miklat (cities of refuge) 
when Eretz Yisrael expands to its full bor-
ders, including the lands of Keini, Kenizi, 
and Kadmoni. This does not mean that there 
will be an increase in accidental murders at 
that time, but rather that by adding these 
cities, the land would be known for its 
uprightness and justice.

According to the way the Torah envisions 
Medinas Yisrael, the Knesset and the Rosh 
HaMemshalah should be above reproach. 
In the spirit of being ”for a light unto the 
nations“ (Yeshayah 42:6), Eretz Yisrael 
should have all the proper institutions to 
show the whole world how to have a won-
derful medinah. We hope that there will be 
no need to use the additional arei miklat 
for accidental murders, but the institutions 
should be in place in case they need to be 
used, as this is the proper way to maintain 
a country.

The mitzvah of appointing dayanim, applies 
when we appoint judges who have semi-
chah. Semichah can be conferred only in 
Eretz Yisrael, and only by one who himself 
has semichah, as part of an ongoing chain 
from Moshe Rabbeinu. Now that the chain 
of semichah has been broken, the Gemara 
in Gittin (88b) explains that our batei din 
function based on the principle of ”we are 

carrying out the charge [of the ordained cha-
chamim of Eretz Yisrael].“ Thus, dayanim in 
Bavel, who were unordained, were still able 
to coerce husbands to divorce their wives 
in cases in which the Halachah mandated 
such coercion. This is not a violation of the 
principle [Judicial proceedings are valid only 
when conducted] before [ordained judges], 
but not before unordained judges,“ because 
the dayanim in Bavel served as the agents 
of their ordained counterparts in Eretz Yis-
rael, who gave authorization to act on their 
behalf.

The Nesivos observes that there is a 
machlokes between Tosfos and the Rashba 
regarding whether שליחותייהו is effective 
on a d’oraisa level, or only on a derabbanan 
level. Tosfos questions how we are able to 
accept geirim nowadays without a beis din 
consisting of dayanim with semichah. Tosfos 
answers that this is done based on the prin-
ciple of שליחותייהו ,which empowers the beis 
din to effect the geirus on a level of d’oraisa.

The Rashba disagrees and argues that 
-which is only a rabbinic enact, שליחותייהו
ment, can only be effective in a court case 
involving monetary matters, to which we 
could apply the principle of הפקר בית  דין הפקר 
– the court is authorized to render owned 
possessions as ownerless. Even though, in 
fact, the beis din without semuchim is not 
valid to judge the case, the declaration of 
-made centuries ago obli הפקר בית דין הפקר
gates the monetary restitution decided upon 
by the current beis din.

However, argues the Rashba, שליחותייהו has 
no relevance to a situation of a beis din 
authorizing a geirus. The Rashba therefore 
offers a different answer to the question 
of Tosfos, suggesting that although geirus 
does require a beis din consisting of three 
dayanim, there is no requirement that they 
be semuchim. Thus, we need not invoke 
the principle of שליחותייהו at all to justify 
our ability to accept geirim nowadays. The 
Acharonim point out that only if שליחותייהו is 

effective on a d’oraisa level would it be pos-
sible to accomplish the mitzvah of appoint-
ment of dayanim nowadays.

Apart from their disparate views on the 
effectiveness of שליחותייהו ,these Rishonim 
also seem to differ on the nature of the 
requirement of semichah. According to 
Tosfos, semichah is a requirement in the 
creation of the status of beis din; only if it is 
comprised of three dayanim with semichah 
can the title of ”beis din“ be conferred upon 
this entity. Therefore, semichah is required 
for the acceptance of geirim, just as the beis 
din itself is required. The Rashba argues 
that semichah is, instead, a requirement of 
hora’ah – halachic ruling. If the posek is not 
a samuch, his ruling has no legal validity; 
it merely takes the place of an index to the 
Shulchan Aruch that aids in ascertaining 
the correct psak. According to the Rashba’s 
understanding, if a particular beis din’s 
function is not to issue a practical ruling, but 
to authorize an action of the court (ma’aseh 
beis din), there would be no need for daya-
nim semuchim. This is why geirus, which 
must be performed under the auspices of the 
beis din but does not require hora’ah, does 
not require semuchim for its authorization.

A similar beis din would be the one neces-
sary for the conferring of semichah itself. 
The Rambam requires a beis din of three 
for this ma’aseh beis din, but only one 
dayan need have semichah himself. Here 
too, the beis din is not deciding a halachic 
question, but is rather ordaining a rabbi, 
and semichah is not needed of its dayanim. 
The reason one of the dayanim must be a 
samuch is because of an unrelated concern. 
Semichah represents an uninterrupted 
chain of masorah dating back to Moshe, 
and one of the dayanim must be a samuch 
himself in order to be able to extend this 
chain onto the newly ordained rabbi.

 Adapted from Rav Schachter on the Parsha.
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This week we will speak about 
one of the Mitzvot that relates 
specifically to the Leviim. As 
we have spoken about before, 

while the Torah speaks very highly 
about the Leviim as a group, when 
it comes to the actual Mitzvot that 
pertain to the Leviim, there seems to 
be much less significance given to them 
relative to those Mitzvot given to the 
Kohanim, and this week’s Parsha seems 
to be no different. The Torah in Parshat 
Shoftim says ”ֱאלֹריו ְירָור  ם  ׁשֵ ּבְ ֵרת,   ,“ְוׁשֵ
that the Leviim will serve with the name of 
Hashem, and the Gemara learns from here 
that it is a reference to the singing of the 
Leviim. ”איזהו שירות שבשם, הוי אומר זה שירה“. 
The Leviim are obligated to sing at the 
time that the Korban is brought, and it is 
such an integral part of the Korban that 
without it, the Korban is invalid. What is 
strange about this Mitzvah is that once 
again, it seems to be another Mitzvah 
relating to the Leviim that gets less 
significance in the Torah. No where does 
the Torah explicitly talk about the Mitzvah 
of שירת הלויים, and only through learning 
that ”serving with Hashem’s name“ refers 
to singing do we arrive at the concept. 
Why does it seem to be a hidden Mitzvah?

There is a dispute in the Gemara about 
הלויים בפה whether ,שירת  שירה   or עיקר 
 Is the main aspect of the .עיקר שירה בכלי
singing the vocal aspect, or the use of 
instruments? Ultimately, we conclude 
that the main element is שירה בפה, and 
that the essence of the Mitzvah for the 

Leviim to sing is the part of the singing 
done with their mouths. Rav Schwab 
makes reference to this conclusion when 
answering our question, when he says, 
rather cryptically, that since עיקר שירה בפה, 
the Mitzvah of שירת הלויים had to be only 
mentioned in פה שבעל   There is .תורה 
something about the music of the Leviim, 
and the fact that it is in essence a music of 
the mouth, that meant that it could not be 
constrained to the תורה שבכתב, and had to 
only be taught in the תורה שבעל פה. 

The point that Rav Schwab is referring 
to would seem to be that music, and 
specifically singing, is what you make of 
it. One of the seven חכמות that the Torah 
gives significance to is the wisdom of 
music, and we know that there is a very 
powerful כוח השירה, the power that music 
can do for a person. Music and song have 
the power to elevate one’s Neshama to 
great heights, and bring one closer to 
Hashem. The Gra even went to far as to 
say that in the power of song there is a 

 the power to bring ,כוח של תחיית המתים
people back to life. Yet, the idea of music 
cannot be expressed in the תורה שבכתב. 
בפה” שירה   the essence of music –“עיקר 
is with our mouths, when we hear and 
transmit the music from a deep place of 
feeling. The idea of music has to be taught 
orally, since that is what song is all about. 
We must learn music from those that are 
connected to music, and connected to 
Torah as well, and in turn produce music 
from a place of feeling, using tunes and 
words to allow us to connect to Hashem. 

In the early days of Chassidut, there was 
a dispute between Chabad and Breslov 
as to whether the main power of a 
song involves just the melody itself, or 
whether it also included the words that 
are attached to the melody. It would 
seem that different people have different 
natures, yet the overall point is the same. 
If one sings music, either the tune or the 
words as well, as an intangible form of 
expression, and uses it to connect with 
Hashem, it can touch a place very deep 
within one’s Neshama. And for this reason, 
the origin of music beginning with the 
הלויים  must be transmitted only ,שירת 
through the Oral Torah. Not because it is 
less significant, but rather because it is so 
important that it cannot just come from 
a written script, but rather from a place 
of understanding and emotion, where 
we dig deep and find room for personal 
expression in ‘עבודת ה. 

 Edited by Jay Eisenstadt and Ari Levine.
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A Hidden Mitzvah
Rabbi Yisroel Reisman
Rosh Yeshiva, Yeshiva Torah Vodaas

We must learn music from those 
that are connected to music, and 
connected to Torah as well, and in 
turn produce music from a place of 
feeling, using tunes and words to 

allow us to connect to Hashem. 
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I t appears at the end of parashat Shof-
tim, and it’s a disturbing scenario: 
A corpse is out in the open and it’s 
obvious that this person has been 

murdered. But the identity of the victim 
is not known and nobody has a clue what 
happened. So the Torah tells us that the 
elders and the judges come out – and they 
measure the distance from the corpse to 
each of the settlements in that area.

Once they have determined which is the 
closest town or city to the corpse, then 
the elders of that place must then take 
the life of a heifer – hence the process is 
called ‘eglah arufah’ (a decapitated calf). 
Then the Torah tells us that they must 
wash their hands over the deceased. This 
is the Biblical origin of the saying, to wash 
one’s hands of something. And then they 
declare ”yadeinu lo shafchu et hadam 
hazeh“ – our hands have not spilled this 
blood. They are washing their hands of 
it – they are saying ‘we are guiltless.’ 

However, they are engaged in the process 
as an act of atonement. The message 
here is that this person probably walked 
through their town on the previous eve-
ning. Nobody noticed this person. Nobody 

brought them into their homes. Nobody 
showed them kindness – and now this 
person is dead. 

Rav Aaron Lichtenstein zt“l gave a beau-
tiful insight on this passage, called ‘eglah 
arufah’. He pointed out that the passage 
immediately preceding it in parashat 
Shoftim is about going out to war, and 
the passage immediately after is ‘ki tizei 
la’milchama’. It’s the beginning of the fol-
lowing sedrah – when you go out to war!

‘Eglah arufah’ is sandwiched between 
them. And the message is that, when 
you go out to fight a battle in order to 
save your country or to save the lives of 
your people, you might be forced to take 
the lives of many enemies, and there is a 
danger that the value of life could become 
diminished in your eyes. That must never 
affect your overall outlook on life.

From ‘eglah arufah’ we learn that every 
single life is precious. Even the life of 
somebody you’ve never met – a total 
stranger. Even if you don’t know how 
that person passed away – you need to 
feel culpable – somehow or other you 
should have been there for the sake of 
that person. 

And if we need to relate to total strang-
ers in that way, then how much more so 
should we reach out with love and care 
– and value the life of members of our 
families, members of our communities 
and our society.

Certainly from parashat Shoftim we learn, 
that when it comes to all human life, that 
is not something to wash your hands of. 

When you go out to fight a battle 
in order to save your country or to 
save the lives of your people, you 
might be forced to take the lives 
of many enemies, and there is a 
danger that the value of life could 
become diminished in your eyes. 
That must never affect your overall 

outlook on life.

Where is there a mitzvah to 
wash your hands of something?

Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis
Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth
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כי תצור אל־עיר ימים רבים להלחם עליה לתפשה לא תשחית את עצה לנדח עליו גרזן כי ממנו 
תאכל ואתו לא תכרת כי האדם עץ השדה לבא מפניך במצור. (דברים כ:יט)

When you besiege a city for many days to wage war against it to capture it, you shall not destroy 
its trees by wielding an ax against them, for you may eat from them, but you shall not cut them 

down. Is the tree of the field a man, to go into the siege before you? (Devarim 20:19)

I n recent years, there has been a 
renewed focus on the environment, 
and in particular on recycling of 
plastics and waste.  The pasuk cited 

above is the source for the prohibition of 
bal taschit – unnecessary destruction of 
resources or objects. What is the reason-
ing underlying this Biblical  prohibition? 

Netziv

The Netziv posits that one is prohibited 
from destroying any object from which 
he may derive benefit. Everything that 
HaKadosh Barukh Hu provides for us has 
a purpose. If we destroy it, we are not 
utilizing it to its full potential. The pasuk 
states the reason for not destroying the 
trees: ”for you may eat from them.“ There 
is a benefit to be derived from the fruit 
tree, so we must not destroy it. 

Chazal tell us that Yaakov was left alone 
because he went back to retrieve pahim 
ketanim (small jugs) that he had left 
behind. Rav Yosef of Salant questions this 

seemingly trivial behavior. Who would be 
concerned with (small jugs)?!  He explains 
that righteous people always value every 
item, large or small, that comes into their 
possession, as they recognize it is hash-
gaha pratit – provided by the Almighty. In 
essence, Yaakov returned to retrieve the 
small jugs to avoid violating bal taschit.

Sefer HaChinuch 

Sefer HaChinuch (§529) has a totally dif-
ferent focus in explaining this mitzvah. He 

deemphasizes the subject and focuses on 
the person himself. A person is to refrain 
from acts of destruction. Being involved 
in destructive activities will breed in a 
person a destructive nature, which is 
against the Torah outlook on life. The 
Sefer HaHinukh consistently applies this 
principle that ”aharei hape’ulot nimshahot 
halevavot“ – ”The heart follows actions.“ 
Engaging in destructive acts will desen-
sitize us and turn us into destructive 
people. In contrast, if we are sensitive 
to the destruction of any object, we will 
become more sensitive human beings. 

When we recognize that all that we have 
is from Hashem, including the beautiful 
world around us, it behooves us to take 
care of our surroundings as well as our 
possessions.  Environmentalism is not a 
new phenomenon. It is something that 
originated in the Torah.

PARSHAT HASHAVUA

Sustainability in the Torah
      Rabbi Shalom Rosner

Yeshivat Kerem B’Yavneh

Engaging in destructive acts will 
desensitize us and turn us into 
destructive people. In contrast, if 
we are sensitive to the destruction 
of any object, we will become more 

sensitive human beings.
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In this week’s parsha, Parshas Shof-
tim, the Torah commands us 
regarding fruit trees, which may 
not be cut down or destroyed: 

ּה, ֵחם ָעֶליָה ְלָתְפשָׂ ים ְלִהּלָ י-ָתצּור ֶאל-ִעיר ָיִמים ַרּבִ  ּכִ
ּנּו ֹתאֵכל, י ִמּמֶ ְרֶזן–ּכִ ִחית ֶאת-ֵעָצּה ִלְנּדַֹח ָעָליו ּגַ  לֹא-ַתׁשְ
צֹור ּמָ ֶניָך ּבַ ֶדה, ָלבֹא ִמּפָ י ָהָאָדם ֵעץ ַהּשָׂ ְוֹאתֹו לֹא ִתְכרֹת:  ּכִ
– When you besiege a city for many days to 
wage war against it to seize it, do not destroy its 
trees by swinging an axe against them, for from 
it you will eat, and you shall not cut it down; is, 
then, the tree of the field a man that it should 
enter the siege before you? (Devarim 20:19)

The tree has many aspects and directions 
of growth: the bark of the tree grows 
upward, reaching toward the heavens as 
it grows; the roots grow downward, firmly 
entrenched in the soil; and the branches 
and leaves grow outward. And the tree’s 
fruit sustains those who are fortunate to 
partake of its bounty. 

Do not cut down this source of life, suste-
nance and beauty. 

The words of the verse, ֶדה י ָהָאָדם ֵעץ ַהּשָׂ  ,ּכִ
can be interpreted homiletically, and can 
be read as ”because man is a tree of the field.“

From here we can derive an important 
lesson regarding the task of man in this 
world.  We are in the month of Elul – the 
time for change, growth, and the blossom-
ing of repentance and return… The Torah 
reminds us that man is a tree of the field; 
there must always be room within man 
for growth and change. 

In what way is man like a tree of the field?

As the tree bark grows upward to heaven, 
we too must ensure that in all that we do – 
ָרֶכיָך ָדֵעהּו ָכל-ּדְ  in all your ways you shall know ,ּבְ
Him (Mishlei 3:6) – we are always growing 
upward toward Hashem, striving to reach 
ever higher heights in our avodas Hashem 

and actions and interactions bein adam 
la’Makom (actions between man and G-d).

As the tree roots grow downward, firmly 
entrenched in the soil around them, we 
too must ensure that in all that we do – 
ר ָ ּה; ְוֹתְמֶכיָה ְמֻאּשׁ ֲחִזיִקים ּבָ ים ִהיא, ַלּמַ  it (the ,ֵעץ-ַחּיִ
Torah) is a tree of life to all who hold fast to her, 
and those who hold on to her are fortunate 
(Mishlei 3:18) –  we are planting our roots, 
strengthening ourselves and growing 
deep within ourselves in our avodah bein 
adam la’atzmo (interactions between man 
and himself). 

And as the tree branches and leaves grow 
outward, we too must reach outward to 
those around us – ;ְלַבּדֹו ָהָאָדם  ֱהיֹות   לֹא-טֹוב 
ֶנְגּדֹו ה-ּלֹו ֵעֶזר, ּכְ  It is not good for man to be – ֶאֱעשֶׂ
alone, I will make for him a helper opposite him 
(Bereishis 2:18) – as we develop, enhance, 
and strengthen our interactions bein adam 
la’chavairo (interactions between man and 
fellow man). 

And perhaps then, when we grow upward 
to Hashem, downward within ourselves, 
and outward toward others, we will be 
worthy that the tree of man will remain 

strong against the winds of change, its 
fruits will be sweet and its shade pleasant. 

One Sunday morning, Rav Shlomo Zalman 
Auerbach zt’l (1910-1995), gathered his stu-
dents in Yeshivas Kol Torah and said, in a 
somber and serious tone of voice, ”A ter-
rible thing happened in my neighborhood 
and I must make you aware of it.“  The 
students gathered around in anticipation 
of the dire news that the gaon was about 
to deliver.  A hush of trepidation fell over 
the study hall as the gaon began to speak.

R’ Shlomo Zalman related that on Shab-
bos, he had seen a man dragging benches 
to the Shul for a seuda in honor of his son’s 
engagement.  The man’s son, who was 
walking at his side, did not so much as 
lift a finger to help his father.  ”I could not 
contain my bewilderment,“ the Rav told 
the students, ”and I asked the chassan to 
explain why his father was doing all of 
the shlepping.  He proudly explained that 
even where there was an eruv, he himself 
did not carry on Shabbos and was there-
fore unable to lend a hand.“

”This reply enraged the Rav.  The very idea 
of so-called religiosity taking precedence 
over honoring one’s father was anathema 
to him… the gaon viewed this as a prime 
example of distorted logic.“ (And From Jeru-
salem His Word, p.139-141)

As we journey through the powerful 
month of Elul, let us strive to grow up to 
Hashem, as we strengthen ourselves from 
within, all the while reaching out to those 
around us. 

ֶדה י ָהָאָדם ֵעץ ַהּשָׂ  For indeed, man is a tree – ּכִ
of the field. 

We are in the month of Elul – the 
time for change, growth, and the 
blossoming of repentance and 
return… The Torah reminds us that 
man is a tree of the field; there 
must always be room within man 

for growth and change. 
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”You shall appoint Shoftim 
v'shotrim“ (judges and offi-
cers) at ALL YOUR GATES 
(i.e. in every city) that 

G-d is giving you, and they shall govern 
the people with due justice… JUSTICE, 
JUSTICE, you must pursue, IN ORDER 
that you thrive and inherit the LAND... 
(16:18-20).

Several psukim later, Parshat Shoftim 
continues this theme with the command-
ment to establish a SUPREME COURT at 
the NATIONAL CENTER: ”If there is a case 
too baffling for you to decide...matters of 
dispute in your courts – YOU SHALL GO UP 
to HAMAKOM ASHER YIVCHAR HASHEM, 
before the KOHANIM, LEVIIM, or SHOFET, 
and present your case...“ (17:8-11).

This institution serves as the HIGHEST 
authority for both civil disputes and hala-
chic questions. Both TORAH and JUSTICE 
must emanate specifically from the site of 
the Temple, the National Center. 

Not only does the Torah require the 
appointment of judges, it also commis-
sions an entire tribe – SHEVET LEVI – to 
become ‘civil servants’ for this purpose. 
The Leviim are not only to officiate in 
the Temple, but they must also serve as 
judges. Additionally, they are responsible 
for the teaching of Torah and the instruc-
tion of the halacha (Jewish Law).

This section, which deals with shevet Levi, 
is immediately followed by a discussion 
of to WHOM Bnei Yisrael should [and 
should not] turn for guidance: ”When you 
ENTER THE LAND which G-d is giving you, 
DO NOT learn to imitate the abhorrent 
practices of those nations. Let no one 
become...a soothsayer, a sorcerer, one who 
casts spells, or one who consults ghosts 
and spirits, or inquires of the dead. For 
anyone who does such things is abhorrent 

to the Lord… [INSTEAD] G-d will raise up 
for you a NAVI – a Prophet, like myself 
(Moshe Rabeinu). To HIM you shall lis-
ten...I will put My words in his mouth, and 
he will speak to them all that I command 
him...“ (8:9-22).

Thus far, we have encountered a court 
system, judges, the tribe of Levi (the Torah 
instructors), and the NAVI (who offers 
spiritual guidance). However, are any 
one of these leaders expected to provide 
political leadership as well?

The answer to this question lies in one last 
category of national leadership discussed 
in Parshat Shoftim – the ”melech“ (king): 
”When you have entered the land... and 
you will say: ‘I want to have a KING, as do 
all the nations surrounding me,’ appoint a 
KING over yourself, ONE CHOSEN BY G-d...

*  He must NOT keep too many horses...;

*  He must NOT have too many wives...;

*  He must NOT amass too much silver 
and gold.

When he is seated on his royal throne

*  He must WRITE down this MISHNEH 
TORAH (the laws of Sefer Devarim) 
from in front of the Kohanim and 
Leviim;

*  He must KEEP IT with him and READ 
IT every day of his life IN ORDER that 
he learn to FEAR G-d....

*  Thus, he will not act haughtily...or 
deviate from the Torah...IN ORDER that 
he and his children may continue to 
reign over Am Yisrael...(see Devarim 
17:14-20).

It appears from the CONTEXT of these 
psukim, especially in their relation to 
the other types of national leadership 
presented in Parshat Shoftim, that 

specifically the king is expected to provide 
political leadership. 

One could suggest that when the Torah 
speaks of a king, it may be referring to 
any type of political leadership with cen-
tral authority, regardless of the political 
system by which he is elected. The Torah 
speaks specifically of a ‘kingdom,’ for 
at the time of Matan Torah, that form 
of government was the most common. 
However, these laws regarding ‘the king’ 
would apply equally to any form of polit-
ical leadership. 

This interpretation may help us 
understand the phrase ”melech k'chol 
ha’goyim“– a king like the other nations. 
The Torah is not encouraging Bnei Yisrael 
to request a king who ACTS like the kings 
of neighboring countries. Rather, they will 
request a FORM OF GOVERNMENT similar 
to that of the neighboring countries.

Although we must remain different from 
other nations, we must still be a nation, 
in the full sense of the term. Hence, Am 
Yisrael does not need to be different from 
other nations with regard to the FORM 
of its political leadership, rather in the 
MANNER by which its political leader-
ships acts!

Once a specific leader is chosen, the Torah 
must guarantee that he does not grow too 
proud of his stature. Instead, he should 
use his invested powers to lead Am Yisrael 
towards becoming an ”am kadosh.“ To this 
end, he must review the mitzvot of Sefer 
Devarim – MISHNEH TORAH – on a daily 
basis. This is how we can become a ‘model 
nation.’

”Parshat ha’Melech“ in Sefer Devarim 
sets the ‘guidelines’ for the behavior of 
the political leadership of Am Yisrael so 
that they fulfill G-d's destiny. Whereas 
this constitutes a primary theme of the 

PARSHAT HASHAVUA

Long Live the King
                  Rabbi Menachem Leibtag

Tanach Study Center | Yeshivat Har Etzion

Continued on page 22
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Pure, Simple Faith
Rabbi Eli Mansour
Edmond J Safra Synagogue, Brooklyn

The Torah in Parashat Shoftim 
(17:16-17) presents the basic laws 
relevant to the Jewish king, 
including the command that he 

may not marry too many wives, or acquire 
too many horses. The reason, as the Torah 
explains, is because a king who marries 
too many women may be led astray from 
religious commitment, and if he seeks to 
acquire too many horses, he might then 
send some men to Egypt to purchase 
horses.

The Gemara in Masechet Sanhedrin (21b) 
relates that King Shlomo erred in regard 
to both these commands. He felt confi-
dent in his great level of piety, and thus 
figured he could marry many wives, and 
acquire large amounts of horses, without 
his heart being led astray, and without 
bringing men back to Egypt. In the end, 
however, his heart was indeed led astray, 
and he sent men to Egypt.

The Gemara explains that this is precisely 
why the Torah generally does not reveal 
to us the reasons for its commands. If 
a person as great as Shlomo ended up 
making mistakes in regard to the two 
Misvot for which reasons were given, then 
certainly, if the reasons for the other com-
mands were also given, then many of us 
would err. If we knew the reasons for the 
Misvot, we would allow ourselves to make 
exceptions, figuring that the reasons do 
not apply to us, and we would then end 
up neglecting and violating much of the 
Torah.

The Ben Ish Hai (Rav Yosef Haim of Bagh-
dad, 1833-1909), in the introduction to 
his Od Yosef Hai, discusses the Gemara’s 
comment in reference to the question of 
whether we should inquire into the phil-
osophical underpinnings of the Torah’s 
laws. The two schools of thought on the 
subject, as the Ben Ish Hai writes, are 

”Emuna Peshuta“ – simple, unquestion-
ing faith, and ”Emuna Be’hakira“ – faith 
through inquiry and analysis. The Ben 
Ish Hai posits that the correct approach 
is to combine both forms of faith – but 
in the right sequence and with the right 
perspective. First, we must firmly estab-
lish our ”Emuna Peshuta,“ our simple 
faith. We must recognize that each and 
Misva is binding and relevant irrespec-
tive of whether or not we understand its 
reason. Only once we have established 
this unquestioning faith can we then pro-
ceed to probe and explore, in an effort to 
understand the reasons for the Misvot. If 
we try to explore the philosophical expla-
nations before firmly establishing our 
simple faith, then we might be misled to 
find reasons why we are not bound by the 
Torah’s commands. It is only once we have 
made it clear to ourselves that the Misvot 
are unconditionally binding and relevant 
that we can then probe and inquire into 
their reasoning.

The Ben Ish Hai compares philosophi-
cal inquiry into the foundations of the 
Misvot to seasoning which enhances our 
food. Of course, we cannot subsist only 
on spices. Our main nourishment comes 
from the food itself. But we add seasoning 
to enhance the food, to make the experi-
ence of eating more enjoyable. Similarly, 
the Ben Ish Hai writes, that our primary, 
most basic focus must be an unquestion-
ing commitment to the Misvot, but we are 
then encouraged to enhance the experi-
ence of Misva observance through study 
and inquiry, in an attempt to understand 
the meaning and purpose of Misvot.

The Ben Ish Hai explains on this basis the 
story told in the Gemara (Sota 13) that 
as Beneh Yisrael traveled through the 
desert, they carried two Aronot (ark) next 
to one another – the Aron containing the 

tablets, representing the Shechina (divine 
presence), and the coffin containing the 
remains of Yosef. People would ask about 
these two Aronot, and when they heard 
what the Aronot contained, they won-
dered, ”How could the dead travel next 
to the Shechina?“ They could not under-
stand how a coffin could be carried right 
next to the holy ark where the Shechina 
resided.

Beneh Yisrael responded, ”This one ful-
filled that which is written in this one“– 
meaning, Yosef fulfilled the commands of 
the Torah contained in the Aron, and thus 
his remains could be carried alongside it.

The Ben Ish Hai offered a deeper expla-
nation of this story. The name ”Yosef“ 
means ”addition,“ and thus Yosef’s coffin 
represents the reasons behind the Misvot, 
the philosophical explanations of the 
Torah’s commands which enhance our 
observance. The Aron of the Shechina, by 
contrast, represents simple, pure faith, 
without any inquiry or study. Some people 
wonder how these two approaches can 
both be followed. Philosophical inquiry 
is like ”death“ – as it can easily lead 
to spiritual demise. How, then, can it 
”travel“ alongside the ”Shechina,“ can it 
be included as part of religious life?

The Gemara’s answer to this question is, 
”This one fulfilled that which is written 
in this one.“ Once we’ve established our 
firm, unwavering commitment to fulfill-
ing the Misvot, then we can embark upon 
the study of the reasons behind the Misvot 
for the purpose of ”Yosef“ – to enhance 
and elevate the experience of Misva obser-
vance. Our highest priority must be to 
build within ourselves and our children 
”Emuna Peshuta“ – pure, innocent faith, 
and thereafter we can proceed to explore 
and study the reasons behind the Misvot 
to bring our observance to greater heights.
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Search Required
Rabbi Moshe Weinberger
Congregation Aish Kodesh, Woodmere

One of the most difficult halachos 
to learn and understand in the 
parsha is the halacha of the 
 the procedure when ,עגלה ערופה

one finds the body of a murdered Jew 
between two cities. The pasuk (Devarim 
31:4) says, ”And the elders of that city bring 
the calf down into Nachal Eisan, which 
has not been worked or seeded, and break 
its neck in the valley.“ According to the 
Gemara (Krisus 25a), this calf becomes 
sanctified such that no one may derive 
any personal benefit from it as soon as it 
is brought into the desolate valley called 
Nachal Eisan. In the words of the Gemara, 
”its descent into Nachal Eisan causes it to 
become forbidden.“ Indeed, the Rambam 
(Hilchos Rotzeach 10:6) rules according to 
that Gemara.

This halacha is ostensibly related to one of 
the major disputes found throughout the 
Talmud; whether designating something 
for a certain purpose gives it the status it 
would have if the purpose for which it had 
been designated had already been carried 
out. For example, the Gemara (Sanhedrin 
47b) recounts a dispute between Abaye and 
Rava: if one weaves a garment (a burial 
shroud) for a body, Abaye, based on the 
halacha that the calf becomes forbidden 
once it is brought into the valley, says 
that one may not derive any benefit from 
the garment because its designation as a 
burial shroud gives it the same status it 
would have if it had already been actually 
used as a burial shroud. Rava, however, 
says that it is permitted because its desig-
nation for a purpose does not give it the 
status it would have as if the purpose for 
which it was designated had already been 
carried out. 

The Gemara later (Id. at 48a) offers a 
beraisa for Abaye’s position that designa-
tion does indeed give an object the same 

status it will have once its designated pur-
pose is carried out; ”If one digs a grave for 
his father and then goes and buries him 
in a different grave, [the first grave] may 
never be used by anyone.“ The Gemara, 
however, dismisses this proof by respond-
ing, ”there [the grave is forbidden forever] 
because of the honor of his father,“ and 
not because designation by itself creates 
a special status. Many commentaries on 
the Gemara ask about an obvious diffi-
culty with this answer. A son’s obligation 
to honor his father can explain why the 
son cannot use the first grave for anyone 
else. But it does not explain why the grave 
is forbidden for everyone else as well! 

Abaye originally derived the rule that 
designation for a purpose gives an object 
its final status from the halacha of the 
 the procedure involving the ,עגלה ערופה
breaking of the neck of the calf, from 
which it is forbidden to derive any benefit 
once the calf is brought down to Nachal 
Eisan. Rav Shimon Schwab, however, 
explains that Rava, who permits the first 
grave dug by the son, holds that the hala-
cha of the calf’s descent into Nachal Eisan 
does not demonstrate that designation 
alone gives an object any special status. 
According to Rav Schwab, one may not 
derive any benefit from the calf as soon 
as it is brought into Nachal Eisan because 
the process of its mitzva had already begun, 
and not because the calf had been merely 
designated for the mitzva. Bringing the 
calf into the Nachal Eisan was not merely a 
designation for a mitzva. Rather, it was the 
beginning of the mitzva itself. That is why it 
was forbidden. According to Rava, there-
fore, the halacha of the calf does  not sup-
port the position that designation alone 
confers any special status on an object.

Rav Schwab’s explanation of the dispute 
between Abaye and Rava has tremendous 

implications for our outlook on life and 
this world. According to the Mishna in 
Pirkei Avos (4:21), ”Rabi Yaakov says, this 
world is compared to an antechamber 
before entering the world to come. Prepare 
yourself in the antechamber in order that 
you may enter into the banquet hall.“ With 
the principle established by Rav Schwab, 
we can now understand that when the 
Mishna says to ”prepare“ one’s self in the 
antechamber, it does not simply mean 
that one should prepare himself now for 
something that will happen later. Rather, 
it means that we should begin living a 
next-worldly life right now, in this world. 

We now understand why the Gemara in 
many places says that if one does certain 
good things, he is considered a בן עולם הבא, 
a person of the world to come; not that 
he will inherit the world to come in the 
future, but that he is already a person of 
the world to come in this world.  For exam-
ple, in various places, Chazal say that one 
who delights in Shabbos, who conquers his 
evil inclination, who does good for others, 
or who distances himself from falsehood is 
called a בן עולם הבא, a person of the world 
to come. The world to come is the world 
of truth. Therefore, when a person begins 
preparing himself for the next world 
by living according to the truth in this 
world, he is already counted among the 
 members of the chamber ,בני היכלא דלעילא
above, a person of the world to come. 

The secret to truly living is seeing every 
day not as a mere precursor to something 
else, but as the destination where Hashem 
wants us to live in the world of truth in the 
here and now. In the merit of our living 
according to the truth of the world to come 
right now, may Hashem bring the day 
when the world of truth will be revealed 
for all to see in this world with the coming 
of Moshiach, may it be soon in our days.
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A Tale of Two Torah's: 
The Timeless and the Timely

Rabbi YY Jacobson
TheYeshiva.net

Every Jew is obligated to write a 
Torah Scroll, as the Torah states 
explicitly. If so, why does the 
Torah give a separate mitzvah 

for the king to do this? 

The Talmud explains that the Torah is 
instructing the Jewish leader to write 
not one, but two Torah Scrolls. One trav-
els with him wherever he goes, and one 
remains permanently at home, in his 
private treasury.

But why? What’s the point of the king 
having two Sifrei Torah?

There is, perhaps, a profound message 
here. The Leader must hold on to two 
Torahs, as it were. One remains in his 
treasure chest; the other travels with 
him wherever he goes, in the words of 
the Mishnah: ”He goes to battle, and it 
goes with him; he enters the palace and it 
enters with him; he sits in judgment, and 
it sits with him. He sits down to eat, and 
the Torah is there with him.“

There are two elements to Torah: On 
one hand, Torah represents the unwav-
ering truth that remains unchangeable, 
unbendable, unphased by the flux of time, 
space and history. Tefilin, matzah, shofar, 
sukkah, mikvah, mezuzah, the text of 
Torah, the bris milah—these are eternal, 
unchangeable, Divine laws and truths. 
The same ram’s horn we blew two mil-
lennia ago is still blown today the world 
over. The same tzitzis, the same Shabbos, 
the same Yom Kippur, the same kosher 
laws, the same conversion laws, the same 
Torah.

But there is another element to Torah—its 
ability to give perspective and guidance to 
each generation according to its unique 
needs, challenges, struggles and experi-
ences. Each generation is different. The 
issues that plague us a half-century ago 
are not the issues we confront today, and 
conversely: today we have dilemmas never 
experienced before in history. Our bodies, 
psyches, souls, sensitivities, and environ-
ments are different. Torah must also be 
a blueprint and luminary to the unique 
journeys of each milieu, to the climate of 
each generation, to the ambiance of every 
era, to the sensitivities of each age, to the 
yearnings of every epoch.

The prophet Isaiah says: My Lord has 
granted me a tongue for teaching, to under-
stand the need of the times, to give knowledge 
to those who thirst for knowledge.

A Jewish leader—and every one of us is a 
leader in our own individual way—must 
have two Torahs. One Torah remains 
immune to change. One pristine Torah 
Scroll never leaves the ivory tower of the 
king’s treasury house. It speaks of truths 
of life and of G-d that are timeless. It tran-
scends borders of time, geography, and 
people.

The famous Maggid of Dubno once told 
the story of a country boy whose fame 
as an archer had spread far and wide. A 
delegation of the finest archers traveled 
to his farm estate in order to see for them-
selves if the rumors were true. As they 
approached the estate, they observed hun-
dreds upon hundreds of trees, each one 
painted with a target, and in the center 
of each bullseye, there was a single arrow. 

Amazed at the sight, they asked the lad 
how it was that he had become such a fine 
shooter. He replied plainly that he would 
shoot the arrow first and then paint the 
target around it.

This is the error some make with Torah. 
You can’t just keep on adjusting Torah to 
your predefined positions and desires. If 
Torah is truth, it is true in all times and 
in all places. If it is not true, who needs it 
all together?

But it is not enough to just teach a time-
less Torah. a leader must also find in 
Torah the language of G-d to this partic-
ular generation, to this individual person, 
to this unique situation, to this singular 
struggle, to this mindset and weltan-
schauung. Torah has the capacity to speak 
to the timely as much as to the timeless, 
to the modern as much as to the ancient, 
to the future as much as to the past, to the 
things that are always in flux as much as 
to those that remain unchangeable. 

The Torah is telling us more than just the 
fact that the king has to read the Torah 
throughout the days of his life. The actual 
literal translation reads: ”He should read 
in it all the days of his life.“ This means 
that the Jewish leader must be able to see 
in Torah a perspective for ”all the days of 
his life,“ for everything that transpires in 
his life and in the life of his people. He has 
to read in it his entire biography, all the 
events of his life. Every new situation has 
a perspective from Torah, guidance from 
G-d’s blueprint for life.

It is not always an easy balance. How can 
the same Torah address both the timeless 
and the timely? If it was relevant 3000 

INSPIRATION

Continued on page 23
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R eb Yitzchok Meir Gershtenkorn 
was a man of vision and action, a 
builder of both the People of Israel 
and the Land of Israel. As the 

driving force behind the founding of Bnei 
Brak as well as its first mayor, Reb ”Itche 
Meir“ was intimately involved in every 
facet of the urban planning, funding and 
creation of the city. A scholar who authored 
eight volumes of commentary on Sefer 
Tehillim, Reb Itche Meir is remembered for 
his great mesiras nefesh, personal sacrifice, 
as he bore the financial burden behind 
the unique pioneering endeavor and spent 
years traveling the globe raising capital to 
fund the project of building a city of Torah 
in Eretz Yisrael.   

For more than a decade leading up to World 
War II, Reb Itche Meir would shlep around 
the world, going door to door, collecting 
donations. He would make appeals in shuls 
all across Europe, the United States and 
South Africa in order to secure financial 
support for the purchase of sand dunes 
and rural land, all the while encouraging 
Jews to come home to the Land of Israel 
and join the agricultural settlement that 
would one day become Bnei Brak. He was 
a man on a mission, on fire with a love of 
Torah, Yidishkeit and our Homeland.

On one of his journeys, Reb Itche Meir arrived 
in the town of Piacetzna forlorn, drained 
from the road and the challenges of his 
mission, on the verge of yiush, giving up hope. 
Having grown up in a Polish Chasidishe home 
– a chasid of the Vorka dynasty – Reb Itche 
Meir maintained relationships with many of 
the great Rabbinic figures of the generation. 
These included his friend and confidant, the 
saintly Rebbe Klonymous Kalman Shapira of 
Piacetzna, zy’a, author of Chovas HaTalmidim 
and ground-breaking pedagogue. The 
Piacetzner would later become widely known 
as a martyred leader of the Warsaw Ghetto, 
the shards of his faith-giving talks salvaged 

from the ashes and compiled in the Sefer Aish 
Kodesh, ”Holy Fire“.
In Piacentzna, Reb Itche Meir poured out 
his heart to the Rebbe. The Rebbe listened 
empathetically and placed his warm 
hand on his cheek, wiping away a tear. He 
shared soft words of chizuk, encouraging 
Reb Itche Meir to stick with his worthy and 
essential project, emphasizing how critical 
it was for Am Yisrael. But from the depth of 
exhaustion and bitterness, Reb Itche Meir 
finally sighed, ”If building this city is so 
chashuv, so important, why doesn’t the Rebbe 
himself do it?“ 
The wise Rebbe of Piacetzna then shared a 
thought from our sedra:
Parshas Shoftim frames various rules related 
to Am Yisrael going out to war and includes a 
list of those exempt from battle. The officers 
inform the nation that one who has just 
built a home but has not yet inaugurated it 
and moved in, or who has planted a vineyard 
that has not yet been redeemed, or who was 
recently betrothed, should return home. 
Included in those who do not join the war 
effort is an ָבב ֵרא ְוַרְך ַהּלֵ  a man who is” ,ִאיׁש ַהּיָ
fearful and faint-hearted“. Someone who 
feels unable to handle the pressure, danger 
and responsibility may harm the morale of 
other soldiers at the front and ought not join 
his brethren on the battlefield. All of these 
men are provided with ‘an out’: ֵיֵלְך ְוָיׁשֹב ְלֵביתֹו, 
”Let them go and return to their homes; they 
are absolved from the fight“ (20:5-8). 
However, once this group has been 
separated out, Army officers assume 
command of the remaining troops:

ר ֶאל־ָהָעם  ְֹטִרים ְלַדּבֵ ַכּלֹת ַהּשׁ ְוָהָיה ּכְ
רֹאׁש ָהָעם: ֵרי ְצָבאֹות ּבְ ּוָפְקדּו שָׂ

”And it shall be, when the officials have 
finished addressing the troops, they 
shall appoint officers of the legions 

at the edges of the people“ (20:9).
Rashi explains that ִפין  ,’armed guards‘ ,ַזּקָ
were stationed in front of them and 

behind them to prevent desertions. If 
anyone attempted to retreat or give up 
their commitment, the guards had the 
authority to strike his legs. The ִפין  played ַזּקָ
another role as well in ”picking up“ ִלְזֹקף 
those soldiers whose spirit has fallen, by 
being mechazeik b’dvarim, encouraging them 
with words. They would convey אל  שובו 
 Return” ,המלחמה ולא תנוסו, שתחלת נפילה ניסה
to the battle and do not flee, for flight is the 
beginning of defeat.“ (Gemara Sotah, 44a).

The Piacetzna Rebbe then stood zakuf, straight 
and tall, and looked Reb Itche Meir deeply in 
the eyes. ”When you began this project, you 
committed yourself to ‘go out to battle’ for the 
cause. All the frustration, disappointment, 
ups and downs and challenges along the way 
are part of that battle. At the very outset, you 
did have an opportunity to ‘return home’ and 
do something else meaningful. But now that 
you are fully engaged in this avodah, amid 
this holy struggle, you are forbidden to ‘flee’.... 

”And here lies the difference between 
you and I – and the reason why you must 
continue your mission. I personally never 
began it. It is you who were inspired to build 
the city and pursue this avodah, and you 
who have the ability and responsibility 
to continue to follow through and see the 
effort to completion!“ 

Until his final days, out of a keen sense 
of responsibility and for the wellbeing of 
the Jews of Eretz Yisrael, Reb Itche Meir 
‘strengthened his heart’ to continue raising 
money to support the infrastructure and 
institutions of Bnei Brak and cover the 
deficits which the city had incurred. Today, 
the thriving metropolis of yeshivos and 
holy families is the legacy of the faith and 
determination of a man who remained at 
the battle-front.

May we strengthen our hearts, and one 
another’s, to begin – and to follow through 
and complete – many holy tasks! 

INSPIRATION

Shoftim: No Retreat
Rabbi Judah Mischel
Executive Director, Camp HASC; Mashpiah, OU-NCSY
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Walking Wholehearted
Mrs. Shira Smiles
International lecturer and curriculum developer

Wholehearted, complete. 
The Torah demands of 
every person, ”Tamim tihi-
yeh im Hashem Elokecha“ 

(Devarim 18;13). Rashi (ibid.) explains that 
one should not inquire about the future, 
rather accept all that happens with equa-
nimity. In ancient times divinations, 
witchcraft and omens were common 
methods of foretelling the future. Yet the 
concept is just as relevant today. Let us 
see how this mitzvah is applicable and 
significant. 

Rav Egbi in Chochmat Hamatzpun notes 
that this injunction addresses basic 
human nature. People are naturally anx-
ious and worried about the future. We 
all want to know what will be tomorrow, 
next month or next year. We are con-
cerned with the future and how we will 
be affected. But there is another part of us 
that is untroubled, carefree and carries on 
without thought. The challenge is to use 
each of these polar opposites in attitude 
at the right time. People tend to be placid, 
complacent and without worry when it 
comes to chodesh Elul and the upcoming 

Yom Hadin. However, this is the appro-
priate time for our worry and uneasiness 
to dominate. Now is the fitting time to 
become proactive in self-improvement, 
knowing that our destiny is hanging in 
the balance and dependent on our reso-
lutions. One’s ability to ‘walk wholeheart-
edly’ with Hashem reflects an advanced 
level of bitachon, notes the Maharal in 
Netivot Olam. It is the realization that 
we have only that which Hashem gener-
ously grants us. The Ba’alHaturim finds 
this exalted level hinted at in the large 
letter taf in the word tamim, symbolizing 
that living with this authentic perspective 
is akin to keeping the entire Torah from 
alef to taf.

Rav Gamliel Rabinowitz in Tiv Hatorah 
exhorts us to turn to Hashem, asking Him 
for success in all our endeavors. Although 
we are obligated to invest personal effort 
(one should get medical advice from a pro-
fessional, business advice from a financial 
expert) we must realize that the ultimate 
outcome of everything that happens is up 
to Hashem. All our efforts are simply the 
medium by which we open ourselves to 
receive blessings from Above. Every morn-
ing when saying the brachah ”hamechin 
mitzadei gaver“, notes Laboker Rina, we 
should be mindful that Hashem is the One 
who orchestrates the events of our day 
and leads us with direct Divine interven-
tion. Internalizing this message enables 
us to live with temimut. 

Another aspect of this mitzvah is our over-
view of mitzvah performance, explains 
the Netivot Shalom. The way we do a 
mitzvah should reflect our desire to fulfill 
the Divine ratzon without involving any 
personal agendas or design. The ultimate 
service of G-d embodies this simplicity 
of spirit and ought to permeate all our 
actions. 

Continued from page 17

Now is the fitting time to become 
proactive in self-improvement, 

knowing that our destiny is 
hanging in the balance and 

dependent on our resolutions.

main speech of Sefer Devarim, it is only 
appropriate that Parshat Shoftim deals 
specifically with this aspect of political 
leadership.

Undoubtedly, an inherent danger exists 
once political power is invested in a strong 
central government. But without a stable, 
authoritative body, a country cannot pros-
per and develop to its maximum poten-
tial. 

It is the Torah’s challenge to Am Yisrael to 
become a nation that resembles all other 
nations with regard to the establishment 
of a sovereign political entity. However, at 
the same time, it is the Torah's challenge 
to Am Yisrael that they be DIFFERENT 
from all other nations in the manner by 
which that leadership behaves and gov-
erns; for we are to become G-d’s ‘model 
nation.’ 

This form of national government will not 
diminish the Kingdom of Heaven, but will 
rather promote the universal recognition 
of G-d’s Kingdom and further the glori-
fication and sanctification of His Name. 
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A Judge or a Police Officer?
Rabbanit Yemima Mizrachi
Popular Torah teacher and author 

If you were to ask a boy or girl what 
they would most like to do when they 
grow up, would they like to be a judge 
or a policeman? I think the answer 

is clear.

It's not just the negative image attached 
to the police and its officers, it's the dif-
ference between people who think and 
people who act.

I remember well the aura that was over 
me when I wrote judgments as an intern 
at the district court. It was intellectual 
work, an attempt to prescribe a ”higher“ 
behavior to the world. I did not want to 
be the policeman escorting the defendant 
from the cell to the courtroom. Less.

In this way, you may miss Elul, and in this 
age, perhaps all of Judaism. Who will exe-
cute the sentence? Engage in this unhe-
roic act? Leave the air-conditioned hall 
of justice? Not point out a loophole in the 
law, but fear the hacking of the cell phone 
or the handcuffs? And Elul prescribes 
exactly this step. It is clear that Batei 
Midrash in Elul are an air for the soul, 
it is clear that the discussion about the 
answer is vital and hurtful, is the answer 
goodness or freedom? And what about the 
sincerity of the answer when we repeat 
ourselves every year? This teaching is a 
sin, but it also misses the point: If there 
are no policemen, there are no judges.

The enormous gap between the Judaism 
of thought and the Judaism of behavior is 
widening. Many people think. Few people 
act.

Here the women will appear boldly. They 
too will learn of an idyllic world to which 
they aspire, but they will not shrink from 
the world of correction. They will strive to 
carry it out, even if it is a less ”prestigious“ 
work.

Rabbi Moisha Shapira zt'l renews a won-
derful innovation: the month of Elul is 
the only one whose sign is feminine and 
”Elul“ in gematria: ”Bina“.

”Wisdom lies in the root of a mistake, and 
from the mistake man nourishes the next, 
correct behavior. And this is the differ-
ence between knowledge and wisdom: 
knowledge is the degree in which there is 
no possibility of error: This is how things 
should be and not otherwise! There is 
only simple light there. ”Wisdom“ is when 

reality requires a course of correction, and 
that is the realization of reality after there 
is the possibility of rupture and error.“ 
Wow!

To give birth, a woman breaks. Her actual 
body. In the language, of Chazal it is ”her 
limbs dislocate.“ It is a physical move-
ment, no matter how much we try to dis-
guise it with a garment of deep thought.

In the first tablets, the angels will also 
ask, ”What is the birth of a woman among 
us?“ They are the judges of the corrected 
reality.

By the second tablets carved in the month 
of Elul, they will ask nothing more. They 
will know that only he who was born of a 
woman knows brokenness, knows a cry, 
knows a rebellious thought, ”Perhaps I 
was wrong?“ Only he sat in crisis, only he 
will cry out, ”Harani Na!!!“ Only he knows 
rampant sin from the moment he came 
out of his mother's womb. Only he will 
bring to the world what only a mother's 
womb understands: measures of mercy.

In the month of Elul, we will go to the 
police. We will be executed, we will be 
escorted from prison to the courtroom, 
we will correct what the judges never 
corrected from their high chairs, and we 
will be good.

The enormous gap between the 
Judaism of thought and the 

Judaism of behavior is widening. 
Many people think. 

Few people act.

Continued from page 20

years ago how can it still be relevant 
today?

Since the Torah comes from the Cre-
ator of the world, He embedded into the 
Torah all the changes, developments and 

fluctuations of history. The Torah is the 
Divine blueprint not only for timeless 
truths but also for timely issues and 
questions—it speaks to each generation 
addressing its dilemmas and concerns.

These are the ”Two Torahs“ a Jewish 
king—and by extension, every Jewish 
teacher and leader—must possess.
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Hebrew Language in the Parsha
David Curwin
balashon.com

Parashat Shoftim opens with a 
famous call for justice:

ּתָ ְחֶיה ְוָיַרׁשְ ְרּדֹף ְלַמַען ּתִ  ֶצֶדק ֶצֶדק ּתִ
ר־ה‘ ֱאלֶֹקיָך ֹנֵתן ָלְך: ֶאת־ָהָאֶרץ ֲאׁשֶ

”Justice, justice shall you pursue, that you 
may thrive and occupy the land that the 
LORD your God is giving you.“ (Devarim 
16:20)
The repeated word here is ֶצֶדק. In next 
week’s parasha, we find a related word, 
:ְצָדָקה

ְלָמתֹו  שַׂ ַכב ּבְ ֶמׁש ְוׁשָ ֶ בֹוא ַהׁשּ יב לֹו ֶאת־ַהֲעבֹוט ּכְ ׁשִ ב ּתָ ָהׁשֵ
ְהֶיה ְצָדָקה ִלְפֵני ה‘ ֱאלֶֹקיָך: ּוֵבְרֶכּךָ ּוְלָך ּתִ

”You must return the pledge to him at 
sundown, that he may sleep in his cloth 
and bless you; and it shall be righteous-
ness to you before the LORD your God.“ 
(Devarim 24:13)
While ֶצֶדק was translated as ”justice,“ ְצָדָקה 
is rendered as ”righteousness.“ What is 
the difference between the two?

Both words are found frequently through-
out the Bible, and in most cases are essen-
tially synonyms, referring to justness and 
righteousness. They are part of a phe-
nomenon in Biblical Hebrew, where two 
words, one ending with a ה and one not, 
have the same meaning. Other examples 
include ֹחק and ה  and (“meaning ”law) ֻחּקָ
יר יָרה and ׁשִ (“.meaning ”song) ׁשִ
While this may have been an element of 
the style of Biblical Hebrew, it didn’t last 
for long. Hebrew has a hard time hanging 
on to synonyms, and generally ”assigns“ 
different meanings to each word. So while 
ה ,remained a law ֹחק -became a ”consti ֻחּקָ
tution.“ Likewise, יר יָרה is a song, but ׁשִ  ׁשִ
now means ”poetry.“ 
The same process transpired with ֶצֶדק 
and ְצָדָקה. Even in Biblical Hebrew, there 
are distinctions in nuance. Most notably, 
 ְצָדָקה is only found in the singular, but ֶצֶדק

can be pluralized to ְצָדקֹות. Therefore, ֶצֶדק 
often implies the concept or value of jus-
tice, while ְצָדָקה refers to the act of per-
forming justice.

In Rabbinic Hebrew, the meaning of ְצָדָקה 
was refined further, generally meaning 
charity to the poor – an expression of the 
value of justice. 

Today, ֶצֶדק and ְצָדָקה have significantly 
distinct connotations. The justice of ֶצֶדק 
is obligatory and compels all. On the other 
hand, ְצָדָקה, as ”charity,“ while remaining 
a religious commandment, is left to the 
donor to determine the amount and the 
recipient. And even as a mitzva, beyond a 
certain minimum amount, ְצָדָקה is consid-
ered voluntary. Both methods are neces-
sary for a just and fair society.

ISRAEL CONTENT
HEBREW LANGUAGE / RIDDLES

Parsha Riddle

Reb Leor Broh
Mizrachi Melbourne

 I am an object that appears twice in Parshat Shoftim, and nowhere else in the Torah. 
The first time I appear is in association with a Mitzvat Aseh (a positive Mitzvah).
The second time is in association with a Mitzvat Lo Taaseh (a negative Mitzvah). 

What am I?

Answer to the Parsha Riddle

Answer: גרזן - Axe
ֶה ָוחָֽי  ְַרֶזל ִמן־ָהֵעץ ּוָמָצא ֶאת־ֵרֵעהּו ָוֵמת הּוא ָינּוס ֶאל־ַאַחת ֶהָעִרים־ָהֵאּל ַל ַהּב ְַרֶזן ִלְכֹרת ָהֵעץ ְוָנׁש ְָחה ָידֹו ַבּג ַַער ַלְחטֹב ֵעִצים ְוִנּד ֶר ָיֹבא ֶאת־ֵרֵעהּו ַבּי ַוֲאׁש

When one goes with his neighbor into a grove to cut wood; as his hand swings the axe to cut down a tree, the metal flies 
off the handle and strikes the other so that he dies; that man shall flee to one of these cities and live (19:5) 

ֶּנּו ֹתאֵכל ְוֹאתֹו לֹא ִתְכֹרת ........  ִי ִמּמ ְַרֶזן ּכ ְִחית ֶאת־ֵעָצּה ִלְנּדַֹח ָעָליו ּג ָּה לֹֽא־ַתׁש ֵָחם ָעֶליָה ְלָתְפשׂ ִים לְִֽהּל כִּֽי־ָתצּור ֶאל־ִעיר ָיִמים ַרּב
When in your war against a city you have to besiege it a long time in order to capture it, you must not destroy its 

trees, wielding the axe against them. You may eat of them, but you must not cut them down ......  (20:19)
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Fuchs Mizrachi School
Heights Jewish Center

PENNSYLVANIA 
Shaare Torah Congregation

SOUTH CAROLINA 
Brith Sholom Beth Israel
Congregation Dor Tikvah

TENNESSEE 
Baron Hirsch Congregation

TEXAS 
Mayerland Minyan Synagogue
Robert M. Beren Academy 
United Orthodox Synagogues of Houston

VIRGINIA 
Keneseth Beth Israel

WASHINGTON 
Bikur Cholim-Machzikay Hadath
Northwest Yeshiva High School 
Sephardic Bikur Holim Congregation

VENEZUELA
CARACAS

Ashkenazi Kehilla
Mizrachi Venezuela


