
   
 

 
 

Parashat Shoftim – August 13, 2021 – 5 Elul, 5781 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

It occurred to me recently that traversing the Hebrew month of Elul, which we 
entered earlier this week, would be much easier if I did not have to face my 
family.  It would also simplify things if for this month I could avoid happening 
upon friend’s messages, languishing unopened in my email queue or coming upon 
gifts for which I had yet to write a “Thank you” note. 

Don’t get me wrong.  It’s not the friends or family, per se, that I seek to avoid 
during this period, nor the lovely interactions that we share.  Nor is it a matter of 
time these relationships consume (though I would give my eye-teeth for a “bonus 
week” during this month leading up to the High Holidays). 

Rather my encounters with these people or with the artifacts of our relationship 
force me to confront some of those moments in which I am not my best self – an 
unpleasant truth to face at a time of year when our tradition asks us to engage in 
cheshbon ha-nefesh, a full and meaningful accounting of our inner selves. 

Why is it that so many of the instances that I look back upon with regret involve 
interactions with those I treasure most?  How can it be that I am capable of being 
my better – not always “best”, to be sure – self when surrounded by strangers, 
but when in the company of family or close friends I let loose with a snide remark 
or impatiently snap?  “Flying off the handle,” if you will. 

It is exactly the case of an axe-head (literally) flying off its handle and causing 
injury, indeed, death, that is raised in this week’s Torah portion (Parashat 
Shoftim).  In introducing the topic of the “cities of refuge,” places to which those 
culpable of unintentional man-slaughter could flee to escape retribution, the 
Torah invokes the case of a man who kills “his fellow” (rei’eihu in Hebrew) while 
chopping wood -- *not* as an act of hostility or violence, the text emphasizes, but 
rather through the exercise of insufficient caution.  



   
 

 
 

While analyses of this verse invariably focus on the circumstances of the death 
and the mindset of the perpetrator, as well as the terms of his exculpation, I find 
it telling that the Torah speaks of the relationship between the two men in a term 
which implies, if not exactly intimacy, at least friendship or comradery.  It’s as if 
the text is trying to warn us that it is in exactly the moments in which we feel 
most comfortable among our companions, the situations in which we let down 
our guard (by implication, excessively) that we set ourselves up to do others 
harm. 

This is not to say that being relaxed among others is inherently a bad thing.  On 
the contrary, I like most of you, I am sure, deeply value the space of comfort and 
hence experimentation born of being among people whom I trust 
intimately.  However, the Torah here and the Talmud in Baba Metzia warn us that 
sometimes in letting down our guard, we go so far as to stop surveilling if our 
actions are causing discomfort – even pain or overt harm – to those who are with 
us.  Perhaps we need to be particularly cautious when wielding an axe in the 
presence of those we love. 

  

Wishing everyone a restful, restorative Shabbat, 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman  

 


