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Annual: Deuteronomy 16:18 - 21:9

Triennial: Deuteronomy 18:6 – 19:13

Haftarah: Isaiah 51:12 – 52:12


This Week’s Torah Reading

I am dedicating this week’s Shalom Africa to our brother, Prince Oliver Chukwu, Elder Elam Ben Moshe David.  He has been proving himself to be a dedicated and trustworthy eved HaShem – servant of the Almighty – through his tireless efforts to secure the release of the container from the Port and the proper distribution of its contents, per my instructions.  His has spent countless hours on this task and has absented himself from his beloved family and holy community for too long.
As I mentioned in Shalom Africa 3:1, I will no longer summarize the weekly parashah.  Those who want to read it in its entirety may register to receive the weekly parashah by email from my alma mater, the Jewish Theological Seminary.  Those of you who have been photocopying Shalom Africa for dissemination throughout your communities can similarly photocopy the weekly parashah that will be sent to you by email from JTS.

To subscribe to receive the weekly parashah, register at http://learn.jtsa.edu/.  In the middle of the page you will see Click here to sign up for free membership.  That link will take you to the registration page.  After registering, you will be taken to a page on which you will see JTS is pleased to offer a variety of emails to educate and inform our community. Please click the check boxes below to subscribe to the emails you are interested in.  Click the box in front of Parashah Text to begin your subscription to this weekly service.
I. On Judges and Justice

Without a working knowledge of Hebrew, it is impossible to grasp the subtle nuances of the Torah.  For example, the first verse of this week’s parashah (16:18) is rendered “You shall appoint magistrates and officials” (Etz Hayim) or “Judges and officers shall you appoint” (Stone Chumash).  The Hertz Pentateuch comes closest to capturing the full flavor of the original: “Judges and officers shalt thou make thee.”  There is a seemingly superfluous word in this verse – l’kha, to you – that is captured by neither the Etz Hayim nor Stone.  Rabbi Hillel Silverman derived an important lesson from this verse.

The Hebrew, titen l’kha (“shall you make for you”) suggests that, before we presume to pass judgment on others, we should judge ourselves.  Our Rabbis admonish us: “Correct yourself and then correct your fellow-man!”  How often do we criticize our neighbors for the very failings and sins of which we ourselves are guilty!  From Week to Week: Relfections on the Sabbath Torah Readings
While we are at it, let me quote another passage from Rabbi Silverman’s book, his comment on “Justice, justice shall you pursue.” (16:20)

This phrase is a guiding principle of Judaism.  In interpreting the repetition of the word “justice’” Rabbi Simhah Bunem said, “In our pursuit of just and righteous ends, our means must also be just.” 

Love is a notoriously transient emotion.  It cannot be present in all our relationships.  Therefore, in any society, human relations must first be grounded on justice.  Justice is the only medium in which love can flourish.

The notion that the ends justify the means has no place in Judaism.  A goal, no matter how noble or holy, is ultimately tarnished if the path to its fulfillment is corrupt or morally bankrupt.
II.  Do unto others as they should have done unto you.  

This week’s D’var Torah from the American Jewish World Service was written by rabbinical student, Brent Chaim Spodek.  A new feature has been added – questions for discussion.

Looking back on their oppression at the hands of the Egyptians, the newly liberated Israelites might have said, "Never again should anyone suffer slavery and oppression at the hands of another nation." Alternately, they might have said, "Never again should we suffer slavery and oppression at the hands of another nation."

The Torah was well aware of the risk that the Israelites, preparing to take control of the Land of Israel, would simply replicate the Egyptian society under which they suffered, shifting only their place in the hierarchy from the bottom to the top. Speaking almost directly to this concern, the Torah demands that the Israelite people see the Land of Israel not as a reward, but as a proving ground. Israel is not the end of the road for them, but the beginning of the difficult work of self-governance. The Land of Israel will be the place where the Jews pursue their fundamental goal - establishing a holy society, built on justice.

In Parshat Shoftim alone, there are three major developments which work to mitigate the sense of complacent self-indulgence the Israelites might have felt upon reaching the Promised Land.

First is the injunction to appoint magistrates and officials who will govern with justice. The rabbis understood this to mean finding a balance between following the strict interpretation of the law and approaching each individual case with openness to its particular circumstances. The pursuit of justice is a necessary condition under which the Israelites will thrive in the land. If they simply occupy it with brute force, they have achieved nothing, because the goal is to govern the Land of Israel with justice.

Beyond that, the Torah reiterates its ambition for a just society in the Land of Israel by defining the circumstances under which the Israelites might appoint a king. While the Torah acknowledges that the Israelites might wish to be like all other sovereign nations and have a king, it rejects this nationalistic mimicry, in which the goal is to have Jews in power, regardless of whether they replicate the evils of other nations. The Torah demands that the king of the Israelites be modest in his possessions and that he have a copy of the Torah with him at all times, from which he will neither deviate to the left nor to the right, so that his subservience to the law will be clear. The Torah recognizes that any petty dictator can establish power by force, but it is the rare leader than can unfailingly govern within the bounds of justice. In practical terms, the Torah's vision of human leadership might seem naively idealistic, but it makes clear the critical importance of humility for leaders who aspire to righteousness.

Finally, Parshat Shoftim demands a strange ritual to attend to a met mitzvah - the body of a murder victim found slain in the open. After sacrificing a heifer, the elders of the town nearest the corpse are to declare, "Our hands did not shed the blood of this man, nor did our eyes see it done." Although there is no suspicion that the elders of the town actually perpetrated the murder, they still must ritually proclaim they are innocent of turning this person away. Had they looked the other way and left this man to the elements, they would be as guilty as if they had committed the act themselves. The leaders of the Land of Israel cannot simply avoid overt wrongdoing. They must also take responsibility for the unintended consequences of their actions. They are not leaders in order to govern well enough, but to do all that is necessary to create a just society.

Were it simply the Torah's goal that the Israelites be a free people in their land, there would be no need for these superogatory demands. The Israelite people could simply inhabit the land and govern as they see fit. But for the Torah, the goal of the Jewish people taking control of the Land of Israel was never simply to be free, but to prove they could live within the demands of justice. Anything less would be a failure.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1.  What are some historical instances in which victims later become perpetrators? What do you think causes this? Aside from establishing laws like those in Parshat Shoftim, what are some ways to mitigate it?

2.  In the case of the met mitzvah, the Torah suggests that crimes of commission - actively harming someone - and crimes of omission - failing to protect someone - are in some ways equivalent. What do you think are the qualitative differences, if any, between these kinds of crimes?
♥  ♥  ♥

This week’s Shalom Africa is skimpier than usual.  That is because I have been working on my website – updating and upgrading it.  It is still very much a work in progress.  Then again, aren’t we all?

Please visit the site at http://rabbihowardgorin.org/Home.html.  Click on the “Shalom Africa” link, go to the Luah – and you will find calendars for September and October, when all the holidays occur.  You also might want to check out Chukwuemeka’s website: http://www.re-emergingfilm.com/Home.html.  Jeff is a talented young man, with a promising future.
May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.

                               

 Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD









