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Tzedek Tzedek Tirdof, Justice, the Ongoing Pursuit 

Parashat Shoftim 5782 

Rabbi Michael Safra, B’nai Israel Congregation, Rockville MD 

 

 It’s one of my favorite stories from when I used to teach our Confirmation class. I was going over 
the syllabus one year for a course on Jewish principles and values, and I explained we were going to do a 
unit on theology – sessions on who God is, what God demands of us, why bad things happen to good 
people, and the like. And one of the students raised his hand, thinking there must have been a mistake. 
“We’re going to talk about God?” he asked. “But we did that last year!” 

 I had another experience, although a bit more embarrassing. I was attending a session at a 
Jewish disability and inclusion conference with a nationally prominent rabbi. Several people described 
their feelings as parents of individuals with disabilities, feeling unwelcome in Jewish communal spaces; 
and the rabbi was offering hizuk/moral strength to these folks who felt like they were banging their 
heads against the wall in trying to secure appropriate educational opportunities for their children.  

 And I raised my hand. It was nearly 20 years ago, but I still rank it as one of the most ill-advised 
comments I’ve ever made. I asked this prominent rabbi how we might change the discourse. “How can 
we get people who are so comfortable railing against synagogues and schools to just recognize that we 
professionals want to be on their team?”  

 Now, I’ve been active in the field of inclusion for a long time, and I promise my question came 
from a place of love and a genuine belief that we can do more by working together than by dividing the 
world into good-guys and bad-guy. But, believe me, I regret the question. And I especially regretted it 
after the prominent rabbi dressed me down for insulting him and insulting these parents and families by 
suggesting I could just “join their team.” 

 Because no matter my intentions, the question came off as an affront. It came off as me asking: 
What can I do to make you stop? How can I do just enough to make you leave me alone? And that’s not 
how advocacy works. That’s not how justice works. That’s not how self-improvement or institutional 
advancement or community building works. Excellence is a process. We don’t ever get there, but rather 
we are always on the way. And to imagine that you can suddenly proclaim that the work is finished, or 
we have done enough, or I’m already perfect … that’s just not being honest or true with ourselves.  

 As Naomi referenced earlier, the most recognizable line in today’s Torah portion came in the 
third verse: “צדק צדק תרדף, Justice, justice you shall pursue, that you may live and thrive in the land 
Adonai your God is giving you.” The standard question is: why the repetition? Why does the Torah say 
“Justice, justice”? And there are multiple answers. 

• Grammatically, says the commentary from Jeffrey Tigay in Etz Hayim, it means “justice, and only 
justice.” In chapter 2, there is a scene where Moses asks King Sihon of Heshbon to allow the 
Israelites to pass through his land on their way to the Eretz Yisrael. And Moses says, “  בדרך בדרך
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 literally, “on the path, on the path we will walk,” which means we will only walk on that ”,נלך
path and no place else. Justice, and only justice. 

• Abraham ibn Ezra suggests the repetition is a reminder that sometimes we may benefit from 
pursuing justice and other times we may lose, but that doesn’t matter. Justice (up), justice 
(down). 

• The Hasidic master Rabbi Simcha Bunam says it means we must pursue justice justly. The ends 
do not justify the means.  

 

But I am struck by the comment of Sefat Emet, the 19th-century Rabbi Yehudah Leib Alter of Ger. 
He says the repetition is supposed to teach us that justice work never ends. “  אחרי שהשיג אדם מעט צדק
 that ,צריך הוא להתאמץ ,he writes, “After a person attains some small measure of Justice and Truth ”,ואמת
person must be extra diligent, שלא יחדל מלהוסיף ולרדוף אחרי האמת, that one not refrain from doing more 
in pursuit of Truth.” If a person would stop and say, “That’s it; I got what I could get; I’m finished,” says 
Sefat Emet, in many cases it would be better not to have even taken the first step. Tzedek Tzedek means 
that justice is a process. The work is necessarily incremental, and the world is constantly changing – not 
always in equitable ways – which means our pursuit of justice can never stop. 

I see this message in some people’s response to the racial justice work we are doing. It seems to 
be an aspect of human nature that we divide the world into binaries of good and evil, with-us or against-
us. And those unhelpful binaries lead to this false choice: Is America a racist country, or is it the greatest 
country in the world? As if those are the only two options. America, like everything and everyone else, is 
in-process. 

Think about Jews and the Civil Rights Movement. It is a point of pride for our community that 
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel marched arm-in-arm with the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. But it is 
just that – a point of pride. The fact that Rabbi Heschel marched says nothing about our pursuit of racial 
justice in the 50-plus years since then. It says nothing about the unfinished business, the current 
challenges, or the needs of society’s most vulnerable citizens today. The Civil Rights Movement of the 
1960s made tremendous strides; America was a different place in 1968 than it was in 1865. AND, there 
is more work to do; more inequities to address; and more conversations to be had about racism, and 
antisemitism, and the changing face of our Jewish community, where we don’t always act as though we 
recognize that not all Jews are white. Tzedek Tzedek tirdof, We have made significant strides in pursuit 
of Justice and Truth, and we must continue the work. 

  

For at least as long as I’ve been here, we have designated this Shabbat before Labor Day for 
Labor on the Bima, in partnership with Jews United for Justice (an organization nobody here knows 
anything about!). For several years, JUFJ has been relentless in its work to secure paid family medical 
leave in Maryland. The idea is that low-income and hourly workers should have what most of us take for 
granted: the security to know that if they or a family member became ill, they could take the necessary 
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time without worrying about having resources to feed their families or, worse, that they might lose a 
job.  

There were issues. There was pushback. The campaign involved all the ups and downs we 
expect in this work. But then, this year, the State Assembly passed the Time to Care Act, which creates 
an insurance system, into which employers and employees can contribute to secure this basic freedom 
for all Maryland employees.  

And now, the question becomes: what next? What happens after we’ve won the fight? Does this 
mean its over and we can proclaim “Justice in our time”? Of course not, because Justice is a continuum 
and the work is never complete. Tzedek, Tzedek. Now we turn to other matters, act to secure other 
freedoms, take pains to protect what has already been won.  

 I can apply the same principle to other areas of life. 

• Education doesn’t end at b’nai mitzvah or after we’ve earned a first, or second, or third degree. 
There is always more to learn and always things to relearn because we don’t remember 
everything. 

• With Jewish practice, we aren’t supposed to be comfortable with our level of observance. There 
are always new commitments to make, and new opportunities to use mitzvot as a vehicle for 
personal refinement. 

• With tzedakkah, “I already gave at the office” is the weakest of rationalizations for our failure to 
give more.  

 

It suggests an interesting spin on a line we all know from Rabbi Tarfon in Pirkei Avot: “Lo alekha 
ham’lakha ligmor v’lo ata ben horin l’hibatel mimenah, It is not your duty to complete the task”; or, put 
differently: you can never imagine that the task has been completed, “and therefore you can never 
become free to desist from the work.” 

That is “Tzedek, tzedek tirdof.” Justice, Tikkun Olam, Truth, these are never-ending pursuits. 
Even when we make great strides, we must work to protect what we’ve won. And we must continue our 
forward march in pursuit of a world of hesed, a world of Justice and Truth, a world of peace. Shabbat 
Shalom. 


