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Shoftim, this week’s Parsha, presents a transition in the nature of 
Moses’ communication with the Israelites.  I will expand on that 
in a moment. 

The word Shoftim means “Judges”.  Moses begins the Parsha 
saying, “You shall set up judges and law enforcement officials for 
yourself in all your cities that the Lord, your God, is giving you,…
and they shall judge the people [with] righteous judgment. You 
shall not pervert justice; you shall not show favoritism, and you 
shall not take a bribe, for bribery blinds the eyes of the wise and 
perverts just words. Justice, justice shall you pursue, that you 
may live and possess the land the Lord, your God, is giving you. ” 
(Deut 14:18-20). 

The portion outlines legal procedures for addressing various 
crimes and wrongs, and establishes a supreme court to handle 
difficult cases.  There are to be three types of leaders, each with 
a different role in society:  a king, priests and prophets.  

Limits are placed on the power of the King. Among his duties, he 
is to keep a copy of Torah with him and to read it his entire life to 
prevent him from lording over the people. (Deut 17:19-20). 

The final sections of the Parsha contain rules for war including a 
requirement that before fighting commences, the Israelites are to 
sue for peace. (Deut 20:10). When sieging a city, food-bearing 
trees must not be cut down. (Deut 20:19)  

These teachings by Moses are much different than the earlier, 
detailed recitals of laws.  In the four previous portions of D’Varim, 
Moses repeats the important laws and commandments G-d 
presented to the Jewish people.  These laws instructed the people 
how to live their individual lives, so that they could survive in the 
wilderness and thrive when they arose to the promised land.  

The Torah has taught us that G-d created the human race to live 
in freedom.  The clearest evidence of this, is the Exodus, our 
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liberation from Egyptian slavery.  And an important element of 
our freedom, is freedom of choice.   

As we read in Re’eh last week, we are given the power to chose—
to chose a blessing or a curse by either following or abandoning 
G-d’s commandments.  (Deut 11:26-28).   But free choice, 
exercised without constraint, can lead to chaos.  How are we to 
honor our G-d given freedom, particularly our freedom to think 
and act for ourselves, without creating chaotic societies?  Shoftim 
provides the answer.  
  
In this week’s Parsha, Moses does not continue the repetition of 
laws.  Instead, he teaches the people government and politics.  
He establishes a system of judges, law enforcement and 
leadership.  These institutions are designed to provide the guard 
rails and remedies when our self control breaks down.  And we 
know from our earlier learning, that our self control does break 
down.  In the wilderness, the crowd succumbed to bad ideas from 
charismatic rebel leaders.  Individuals pushed back against the 
laws and commandments G-d instructed Moses to teach.  Even 
Moses questioned G-d’s words! 

But Shoftim’s system of judges, law enforcement and leadership 
created the ability for the people to self govern after the 
generation of Moses, Aaron and Miriam would be gone.   

The institutions Moses sets out in Shoftim are still the foundations 
of our societal rules to this day.  This is an acknowledgment of 
the ageless wisdom of Torah.  These ideas remain effective, 
allowing us to self govern in our societies, in spite of egregious 
and sometimes evil individual behavior.  

In one of life’s interesting coincidences, last week I attended an 
event sponsored by the Colorado Judicial Institute. The guest 
speaker was Judge Nadira Akbari.  Judge Akbari, her husband and 
six children escaped Afghanistan in May, 2021, three months 
before the Taliban took over.   
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As a child, Judge Akbari aspired to be a judge, an almost 
impossible goal for an Afghani woman.  She described her difficult 
road to be educated and pursue her dream.  She was one of 
2,500 people who applied for a judicial position. Of the 500 
accepted, 25 were women.  Judge Akbari was one of them.  

Judge Akbari rose to became the chief judge of the court that 
heard cases of violence against women and ultimately a member 
of the country’s supreme court.   

Even before the Taliban took over, Judge Akbari was threatened, 
beaten and kidnapped.  Her children begged her to quit, but she 
kept working until it became clear that Afghanistan would not be 
safe for women, especially those working in high profile positions.  

The Akbari family now is living in Colorado.  Judge Akbari 
expressed extreme sadness that she has lost her life’s work, her 
title…her dream.  But she was immensely grateful for the freedom 
and opportunities she and her family, especially her children, 
enjoy in the US. Their oldest child just graduated high school with 
honors and is attending the University of Colorado at Boulder on a 
full academic scholarship. Two of their other children are setting 
school records playing high school soccer. 
  
The lessons of Shoftim about how to structure our societies in a 
just and effective manner were heeded by the People of Israel, by 
Anglo/American nations and for a far too brief period in history, 
by the people of Afghanistan.  
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