
Rabbi Phil's Almost Weekly Email...  

This week’s Torah portion, Shoftim, contains one of those unforgettable textual moments that stands 

apart, even in the context of a book filled with such moments, because its three words articulate the 

entire ethos of the Jewish tradition. 

“Tsedek, tsedek, tirdof. Justice, justice, you shall pursue,” this text from the book of Deuteronomy 

commands. The reason these words stand apart, the, is because, the repetition of the word “justice,” 

underscores the author’s vision of a society that ought to be focused on the pursuit of justice. 

Note that the command demands that we pursue justice, not achieve justice. 

Justice is a difficult animal to corral. So many different variables go into creating anything that we can 

properly call “justice” that assembling them all is a welcome rarity. No law passed in a legislative body, 

for example, achieves full justice; there’s always something lacking. And earthly law can only 

approximate a heavenly command. But if the law in question bends toward justice, then the effort that 

went into creating the law represents a pursuit of justice and the accomplishment of a just act, even if it 

falls short of perfection. 

And surely, we Jews are a people engaged in the pursuit of justice. We are the heirs to a vast library of 

primary Jewish texts. Beginning with the Hebrew Bible we inherit several layers of text. Each layer, from 

the Bible to the Mishnah (completed around 200 ce) to the Jerusalem Talmud (completed around 400 

ce) to the Babylonian Talmud (around 500 ce)—and beyond—our literary tradition in large part is 

engaged in the pursuit of justice. 

This imperative has long become embedded in our consciousness, as when Jews became engaged in the 

work of Civil Rights in the Sixties. It’s well known that the majority of white folks who participated in the 

cause of Civil Rights, who marched or who worked to change laws, were Jews. This is a legacy of which 

we can be enormously proud. 

The pursuit of justice manifested itself when Jews fought for the rights of Soviet Jews to leave the USSR 

to lead lives in freedom, both freedom of education in general and freedom to lead Jewish lives. Of the 

three million Jews trapped in the USSR in the Sixties, far fewer than half a million remain, and many of 

those are taking their leave today. 

I have no idea if there’s a part of the human brain that contains the impulse to pursue justice. But I do 

know that those impulses live embedded in the soul of the Jew. We are a people whose sacred story 

contains the tale of enslavement and liberation, whose history is overfilled with experiences of 

antisemitism, whose memories, in short, reinforce the need to do what we can to empty the world of 

injustice to make room for what’s good and right. 

As we have entered into the month of Elul, with Rosh Hashanah not too far off, it’s worth our while to 

give some thought to our personal relationship to the value of justice that so powerfully fills our 

tradition. How have I been a pursuer of justice in the last year? What have I done? What did I fail to do 



when I could have done something? What can I do in the next year to pursue justice and help bring our 

world just a touch closer to manifesting justice in it? 

Myself, though there are several projects which I hope to support, I would like to focus my main efforts 

on environmental justice. We have committed a grave injustice to this planet of ours in so many ways. 

The mood among us for addressing the needs of our earth is mixed, but we have just taken a major step 

toward what will be a necessarily imperfect effort, though we hope we will be able to do enough good 

to make a significant difference to our earthly condition. 
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