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This past March, Rabbi Y.Y. (Yosef Yitzchak) Jacobson as part of a series on the Basics of Emunah (Faith in G-d) spoke on the topic of “Why Do We Learn Gemarah?”  The world renowned 46-year-old Marbitz Torah (Teacher of Torah) who was born and raised in the Lubavitch community in Crown Heights, Brooklyn is one of the most sought after speakers throughout the Jewish world, having been invited to hundreds of communities around the globe. Founder and dean of TheYeshiva.net, he currently teaches thousands of students around the world via the web and select videos of his lectures are available on Torahanytime.com


At the start of lecture Rabbi Jacobson told his audience that over the years he regularly gets questions emailed to him and many questions have focused on the relevancy of learning Gemarah. He condensed the lecture on emails that came to five or six people.


He opened with the emailed question of a teacher of Gemarah who teaches boys ranging in age from 15-years to 18-years. Many of his students are open and ask their teacher why they have to spend so much time learning Gemarah that deals with scenarios that are so impractical or irrelevant to their lives. The teacher in his email to Rabbi Jacobson recalled that as a child he also asked that same question and not getting an answer. And he just doesn’t know how to respond to his own students’ questions about the relevancy of learning Gemarah.
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Pre-World War II Jewish children in Europe being taught Gemara by a Cheder Rebbe


Rabbi Jacobson admitted that it really is a wonderful and excellent question. To ignore this complaint is really unfair and unjust. And, if we can’t answer it, woe to us. The first thing is that we must understand that learning Torah is a central aspect of Jewish life. We don’t learn just for practical purposes. If that was so, we could just study the Shulchan Aruch (Code of Jewish Laws.)


On Simchas Torah we have a scene where Jewish men dance around the synagogue with Sifre Torah (Torah scrolls). But we shouldn’t take that minhag for granted. Rabbi Jacobson noted that we don’t see similar demonstrations by members of Congress or the judges in the Supreme Court dancing around with copies of the Constitution. Neither do we see law school graduates celebrating with copies of law books or new doctors dancing joyously with copies of medical books.


But we dance on Simchas Torah because our perspective as Jews is that the Torah is not just a Code of Laws. Rather it is a Guide for Life and as such the Torah offers us a way to maximize our ability to live our lives. When a person learns Gemara, one is learning more than just a text of laws. Rather it is a key to understanding G-d’s mind so-to-speak. Torah including Gemara which is very emphasized because it symbolizes the way G-d thinks. This is the key to Hashem’s mind so-to-speak. Every word and every line in Shas (the Gemara) is the Divine wisdom.


Rabbi Jacobson quoted the Baal Hatanya who wrote that if Reuven say this and Shimshon say this and this is the Divine will even though such a scenario never happened and never will happen, one [by learning this Gemara wisdom] unifies with the unity of G-d’s wisdom and allows one to perceive the Divine blueprint of Creation, and gain a glimpse into the intimate workings of Hashem’s mind.


Rabbi Jacobson returning to the question of the teacher whose students can’t comprehend the why they should learn Gemara, answered by saying he never met in his life a person who disliked or hated learning. True you wrote to me about how you and your students don’t get pleasure from learning. I guarantee it is because you were never taught properly.


Imagine one takes a Jewish child and place him in a Chinese university where all the teachers lecture in Mandarin. For 10 years, for 8-10 hours a day he is forced to sit in lectures that are all Chinese to him. Of course he won’t understand what is being taught or enjoy it.


Rabbi Jacobson said that for too many our kids in yeshiva, learning Gemarah is like learning Chinese. They don’t have the proper background to learn Gemara. A boy once asked him a question about a commentary of the Maharsha on the Gemara that the child didn’t understand. It became obvious to Rabbi Jacobson that the boy didn’t even understand the Tosfos which the Maharsha was arguing about. Not only that, but the kid didn’t understand the Rashi’s commentary on the Mishna that the Tosfos was responding to. And of course he didn’t comprehend the basic Mishna itself. So how could he even hope to comprehend more than superficially what the Maharsha was arguing.


Rabbi Jacobson tells boys to be intellectually honest with themselves. There is nothing wrong with learning Mishnayas as a good percentage of Shas is the Sheis Sedra (Six Orders) of the Mishna. In this way one will automatically learn a large portion of the Gemara. One has to learn everything with a structure: a beginning, middle and end. Don’t take anything for granted. To comprehend the Torah one has to use your mind in a structured manner. One has to be intellectually honest and if this means that you should proceed like a turtle, then you must proceed like a turtle.


There are sugios (portions) in the Gemara that seem at first glance to be dealing with topics such as an ox or a donkey or a cow or korban (sacrificial offering) or whatever else you are learning. You might think to yourself that it is rather mundane or irrelevant to your life. But if you would analyze the topic deeper in a structured manner and dissect it to its skeleton or core, you will realize that it is indeed far more relevant with implications for every aspect of life in the lofty philosophical, theological, psychological, spiritual and emotional spheres.


To view or click the entire lecture click Why Do We Learn Gemarah – Rabbi YY Jacobson.)

Appointing a King

“Over Me”
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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In  Parashat  Shoftim  the  Torah  foresees  the  time  after  Benei  Yisrael settle  the  Land  of  Israel  when  they  will  want  to  appoint  a  king.  The Torah writes,  "You  shall  indeed  appoint  a  king  over  yourself,  whom Hashem your  G-d  shall  choose..."  (17:15). 

In  light  of  this  verse,  it  becomes  very  difficult  to  understand  the reaction  of  the  prophet  Shemuel  when  Benei  Yisrael  in  fact  request  that  he appoint  for  them  a  king.  As  we  read  in  Sefer  Shemuel  I  (chapter  8),  the people  approach  Shemuel  with  their  request  and  he  chides  them,  seeing  in their  request  an  attempt  to  shake  themselves  free  of  G-d's  kingship  in favor of  the  rule  of  a  human  king. Why  does  Shemuel  react  this  way  to their  request,  if  the  Torah  explicitly  sanctions  the  appointment  of  a  king?

The  Keli  Yakar  (Torah  commentary  by  Rabbi  Shlomo  Efrayim  of Luntchitz,  Poland-Bohemia,  1550-1619)  explained  that  the  people's  request during  the  time  of  Shemuel  differed  from  the  request  that  Moshe  foresees here  in  Parashat  Shoftim. Moshe  foresees  the  people  saying,  "I  shall  appoint a  king  over  me"  (17:14),  whereas  in  Shemuel's  time  the  people  demanded, "Appoint  for  us  a  king"  (Shemuel  I  8:5).


In  Moshe's  description,  the  people  ask  that  a  king  be  appointed  "over them,"  to  rule,  lead,  guide  and  govern.  They  seek  somebody  to  whose authority  they  would  submit,  and  whose  instructions  they  would  follow. But when  the  people  approached  Shemuel,  they  asked,  "Appoint  for  us  a  king"; they  wanted  a  king  "for  themselves,"  somebody  whom  they  could  control,  a king  who  would  serve  them,  rather  than  whom  they  would  serve.


Shemuel  was  a  tough  leader. He  led  the  people  with  firm  authority, and  the  people  had  no  power  or  control  over  him. They  therefore  asked for a  different  kind  of  leadership,  an  authority  figure  without  real  authority, whom  they  could  manipulate  and  control. 

This  is  why  Shemuel  so  strongly  condemned  their  request.  He understood  that  they  sought  not  a  leader,  but  a  follower. A  king  of  this nature  would  exert  no  authority  over  the  people,  and  they  would  be  free  to act  as  they  please  and  dictate  their  own  rules. 

Unfortunately,  a  similar  situation  exists  in  many  communities  today, who  look  for  a  Rabbi  whom  they  can  lead,  rather  than  somebody  to  lead them. They  want  the  Rabbi  to  serve  them,  to  say  only  what  they  want  to hear,  and  not  to  speak  out  against  their  misconduct.  These  communities don’t  want  a  leader;  they  want  somebody  whom  they  can  lead. 

This  is  the  precise  opposite  of  the  job  of  a  Rabbi.  The  Rabbi's responsibility  is  to  guide,  lead  and  teach,  to  tell  his  congregation  when  he observes  improper  conduct  and  to  urge  them  to  change.  Congregations must appoint  a  Rabbi  "over  them,"  and  afford  him  the  authority  he  needs to lead them. 

The  Talmud  comments  that  the  generation  before  the  final  redemption will  resemble  a  dog. Some  have  explained  that  when  a  person  walks  his dog,  the  dog  actually  walks  in  front  of  the  owner,  giving  the  appearance as though  the  dog  leads  him. It  is  only  when  they  reach  an  intersection, and the  owner  pulls  the  dog  in  the  direction  he  wishes  to  walk,  that  it becomes  clear  that  it  is  the  owner  who  leads.


In  the  generation  of insolence  that  will  precede  the  final  redemption, Rabbis  will  only  give  the appearance  of  leadership.  But  when  a community reaches  an  intersection, when  an  issue  of  grave  importance arises, it  will  become  clear  that  the congregants  are  the  ones  who  hold  the leash  and  lead  the  Rabbi.  The committee  will  tell  the  Rabbi  which position to  take,  which  direction  to follow,  rather  than  following  his guidance and  instruction. 

This  is  not  how  it  should  be.  Communities  do  not  need  Rabbis  just to  agree  with  them  all  the  time,  to  always  tell  them  that  they  are  correct. To  the  contrary,  Rabbis  must  have  the  courage  to  speak  out  when necessary,  and  to  lead  and  guide  his  community  along  the  proper  path  of Torah  and  Mitzvot.
Reprinted from this week’s website of The Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn.

The Shmuz on the Parsha Shoftim
The Religion of Evolution –

Just Keep the Faith

R’ Ben Tzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com

“You shall not pervert judgment, you shall not respect someone’s presence, and you shall not accept a bribe, for the bribe will blind the eyes of the wise and make just words crooked.” – Devarim 16:19

The mitzvah of appointing judges


The Jewish nation as a totality was given the mitzvah of appointing judges. These judges were commanded to mediate with righteousness according to the Torah’s laws. One of the rules of a judge is that he may not accept a bribe because a “bribe will blind the eyes of the wise.” 


Rashi is bothered by a question: the Torah already commanded the judges to rule honestly with the expression, “Do not pervert justice.” There is no need for a second prohibition against accepting bribery. The purpose of a bribe is to cause the judge to ignore the truth and change the verdict. That is certainly included in the requirement of not perverting justice. So why does the Torah write a second prohibition specifically warning judges not to accept bribes?
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Rabbi Ben Tzion Shafier


Rashi answers that the prohibition of not accepting bribery refers even to cases in which the judge fully intends to rule fairly. If a shofet plans to accept a bribe but not to allow it to influence his decision, the Torah forbids him from doing this. The nature of bribery is to pull his heart, and it is impossible to remain unbiased once he has received a bribe. The Torah is teaching us that even if he wants to judge honestly, it will be impossible for him to do so because once he accepts a bribe, against his will he will favor the one who bribed him.  


This Rashi is difficult to understand. Assuming we are dealing with an experienced, skilled judge who is well-versed in law and the proceedings, why can’t he accept a bribe and still judge honestly? The facts are the facts. Either the man is guilty or innocent. Either he owes the money or he doesn’t. Why can’t a judge make up his mind that the money is the money, but I will not allow this to affect my ruling in this case? 

The wind made it


The answer to this question can best be understood with a moshol. Imagine that you find yourself in a junkyard in the backwoods of Tennessee. You look around and see piles and piles scrap: old refrigerators, a rusted-out stove top, entire cars demolished. Everything is all strewn about without any order. Then suddenly you see something out of place: a brand new Dell laptop computer — red color, no less. You pick it up and you see that it is unscratched and in perfect working order. You turn to the owner of the junkyard, a rather primitive fellow, and innocently ask, “Where did this come from?” 


 “Oh,” he responds. “I don’t know if you heard, but we had us some fierce winds here last night.” 

“Fierce winds?”


 “Yeah, some real gusters. I came this morning and things were all blown about, and then I saw that there computer, so I rightly figured that the winds just sort of blew the pieces together.” 


You look at the fellow incredulously and ask, “The wind blew the pieces together?” 


 “Yeah, you know they just sort of blew a piece from over here, and then a piece from up there, and before you know it, we have this here computer.” 


At that point, you say to the man, “Sir, I don’t mean to be rude, but there is a monitor and a fully functioning mouse. I turn it on, and the fan kicks in. And the keyboard! How do you explain the keyboard? Look at it, QWERTY, in perfect order!” 


 “Listen, fella,” he responds. “I’m not saying it’s likely. I’m just saying things happen. There was a huge nor’easterner last night, it blew things all around, and this is what happened.” 


At this point, you recognize that there is little point in continuing the discussion because the man clearly isn’t speaking sense. 


This is a very apt moshol to phenomena that we regularly experience. We will have conversations with intelligent, well educated people who will tell you that the world evolved. Everything that you see, from the flower to the bee, from the oceans to the mountains, rivers, planets, the sun, the moon, and the stars, all just sort of happened. No designer. No Creator. It just began with a Big Bang and all of the wonder of this infinitely complex world came into being. The uniformity, the complexity, the harmonious systems, the universal laws of physics, just happened. Just a lucky roll of the cosmic dice and a hundred billion galaxies, each one containing a hundred billion stars – just occurred. It becomes very difficult to argue against such a position. Where do you begin? 


But if we carry the moshol to its next step, we see the question deepens dramatically. 

Who wrote the code?


A computer doesn’t have a brain. It is a machine that processes data as directed by software programs. That software is actually coding. Beginning with the most basic commands all the way up the most complex, software engineers write line after line of code. If this, then that. If this, than that. . . The writing of code is very time consuming and tedious, and it must be exact. One mistake in the flow of logic, and the program hits a dead end. 


When the computer industry was young, software programs were measured in the amount of hours it took to develop them. 100 hours? 200 hours? As the industry developed, the programs became so complex that single individuals could no longer write them; entire teams had to be dedicated towards the task. Now they no longer could be measured in hours, but estimated in man years. Assuming that we put a team of twenty programmers to work full-time on this project, how many years will it take them to complete it? 10 man years? 20 man years? The software that runs today’s computers is based on compilations of thousands of man years of coding. 


Now let’s go back to our moshol. Imagine that we were to ask the junkyard owner a very pointed question: “I will grant you the monitor and the six cell battery. I’ll even give you the four-color Windows decal on the keyboard. But who wrote the code? Who programmed the thing? When you turn on that laptop and launch a program, hundreds if not thousands of man years of programming went into that software. Where did it come from? Did the wind sit there and write line after line of complex, intricate instructions? Who wrote the code?” 

The religion of evolution


The nimshol of this is that the same people who tout evolution as a religion are also aware that physical life itself has exact rules. Every cell in the human body is directed by the DNA coding. The simplest amoeba is far more complex than any machine ever devised by man. A human baby is so much more infinitely complex than an amoeba that it defies a relationship. The trillions and trillions of cells of the body are all specific, all organized into organs and systems with each one perfectly in place, each one playing its part. How can anyone possibly think that it just evolved? Who wrote the code? 


The answer to this is quite simple: HASHEM created man with free will, free will to believe or not to believe, to accept or not to accept. With the capacity called free will was included this most amazing ability to accept the most far-fetched, ludicrous positions as long as it fits into my agenda. 


This seems to be the answer for Rashi. The Torah is teaching us that the human may be brilliant and wise, but he has a weakness. His pure judgment can be easily influenced. If a man accepts a bribe, it will color his vision. He will lose his detached sense of judgment and will no longer be able to rule objectively. He may think that he won’t be influenced, but it is human nature to be pulled, and he will no longer be capable of objective clarity. He will be blinded.


The application of this Torah concept is clear in what we witness today as the blindness of man staring into the brilliance and wonder of Creation and mouthing the words, the “wonders of evolution.” 

Reprinted from this week’s website on TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.
Praying Like a Mentch
By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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In the Kisvei Rebbe Yehuda Halevi we find a scary thought.  He writes that sometimes Hashem will withhold someone’s livelihood or other needs in order to motivate him to reconnect with his Creator through tefilah.  How scary a notion!  Indeed, we find in today’s economy many people scurrying anew with feverish zeal to their Tehillim books and Siddurim begging Hashem to come to the rescue.


How important is the Gemora in Sanhedrin, “L’olam yakdim adam tefilah l’tzorah  —  One should always pray before distress befalls him.”  So too we find that when suffering befell Iyov, his colleagues asked him, “Haya aroch shuacha shelo batzor  —  Did you arrange your prayers before your travail?”  In a similar vein, the Gemora in Masechtas Shabbos tells us the important directive, “L’olam yispallel adam shelo yechele  —  A person should always pray not to become sick.”  As the commentators teach us, it is much easier to thwart the decree before it happens than after the hammer strikes.


Thus we find that a very important discipline of tefilah is to pray in anticipation rather than in reaction.  This is what the posuk says in Asheri, “Karov Hashem l’chal kor’ov, l’chol asher yikrauhu ve-emes  —  Hashem is close to all those that call to Him, namely to all those who call to Him in truth.”  Note the emphasis” those that call in truth, rather than in need.


We are charged to pray to Hashem before we are propelled to do so.  We therefore can understand the famous verse, “Ashrei adam m’facheid tomid  –  Fortunate is the one who is always fearful.”  We cannot interpret this to be referring to the worrywart for the Gemora tells us that worry breaks the very spirit of Man.  Rather, the verse is lauding the virtues of one who is ever mindful of dangers that can happen and constantly prays for Divine protection.


Thus, when we hear of school bus tragedies, it reminds us to pray for the safety of our children.  When we hear of someone suffering from dreaded diseases, it prompts us to pray for a healthy body.  When we see flashing lights on the highway, it should jolt us to pray for safe travel.  When we see the frightening number of unmarried singles before us, we should pray at an early stage that our children find their destined mate easily, and that when the do get married, they should live in harmony, conceive and have children.  With the baby-boomer generation rapidly approaching retirement, we should pray that we age gracefully and not need to become a burden on our children and grandchildren.


Suffice it to say, that with proper anticipatory training, our tefilahs should be able to take on enough of a variety that we should be able to successfully avoid the great pitfall of our tefilos becoming repetitive and a boring routine.


It behooves us to remember Reb Yehuda Halevi’s urgent dynamic, that if we ignore Hashem and fail to connect with him through the gift of prayer, He might, chas v’shaolm lo aleinu, motivate us by withholding something from us that is important and dear to us.  Therefore it is incumbent upon us to self-motivate in this all–important life’s arena.


I would like to share with you a wonderful tool we have just been blessed with to aid us in better prayer.  ArtScroll has a superb sefer by Rav Schwab, Zt”l, on proper prayer.  It is a ‘must read’ for every serious student of proper tefilah.  Rav Schwab relates the well-known Talmudic dictum that our tefilahs were enacted to correspond to the korbanos.  And, just like the root of the word korban/sacrifice is k’rov, which means to come close, so too the aim our prayer is to come close to Hashem.


Carrying the analogy one step further, Rav Schwab says that there are three steps in the bringing of a korban:  Hefshet, flaying the animal of its skin; Nituach, dissecting it into its many separate limbs; and finally V’kalil la’ishim, consigning it to the fire.  In a similar vein Rav Schwab says, we find these steps by our prayer as well.  The flaying is when we strip ourselves of our worldly thoughts as we get ready to talk to Hashem.  


Thus, in preparation for tefilah, we block out thoughts of clients and carpools, dinner and fashions, vacations and recreation.  The dissecting part is accomplished when we work to humble ourselves and cut ourselves down to size in preparation to approach our Maker.  For, as we are taught, the proper approach to prayer is to envision ourselves as an, “Oni ha-omeid al ha-pesach  —  A pauper standing by the door asking for mercy.”  As the posuk tells us, “Lev nishbar v’nitke Elokim lo sivze  —  A heart that is broken and crushed Hashem does not despise.”  Finally, Rav Schwab concludes that the analogy to consigning the sacrifice to the fire is when we pray with fiery passion.


I once heard from a Mr. Lowinger in the name of his father that since every sacrifice is accompanied with salt, where is the salt in our prayers?  He answered beautifully, that if we accompany our prayer with some tears, we even include salt in our tefilos since the tears contain salt.


Once again, in the merit of our efforts in the arena of prayer, may Hashem fulfill all of our wishes.

Reprinted from the February 22, 2016 website of Matzav.com
Rav Yitzchak of Volozhin z"l


R' Yitzchak of Volozhin, zt”l, was the son of, and successor to, R' Chaim of Volozhin, founder and head of the yeshiva of Volozhin. He was born in 5540 (1779/80) and died in 5609 (1848/9). 


In addition to his duties as rabbi and rosh yeshiva, R' Yitzchak was a leading spokesman for Jewish causes. It is said that he won the respect of the Russian Czar through the following discussion: 


The Czar asked R' Yitzchak, "I know that the Jews pray for my welfare on every Shabbat, and I even asked a Jew to translate the prayer for me. However, now I have learned that the Jews in every country recite the identical prayer for their own ruler. If the Jews in my kingdom pray for my success and the Jews in my rival's kingdom pray for his success, what will be the outcome?" 


R' Yitzchak replied with a smile, "Since your majesty had the prayer translated, you certainly noticed that it refers to G-d as 'The One Who makes a path in the sea and a lane in the fierce waters.' Why? 

"The answer is as follows: A ship that wishes to travel westward needs an east wind to blow. On the other hand, a ship which must travel eastward needs a west wind. How can both ships be satisfied? 

"Hashem's greatness is that He can satisfy both! So, too, we pray for your success while our brothers in other lands pray for the success of their king, and Hashem's greatness is such that He can answer both prayers."

On another occasion, R' Yitzchak presented himself to a Russian official wearing his Shabbat clothes. The official taunted him, "Doesn't Mishlei (25:6) say, 'Do not beautify yourself before the king'? Furthermore, doesn't the Talmud (Chagigah 9b) say, 'Poverty looks nice on Jews'?" 

R' Yitzchak responded, "One of your questions answers the other. Poverty looks nice on the Jews, but when I come before the king I may not beautify myself. Therefore, I have removed my poverty and dressed up in fine clothes." 

R' Yitzchak was known for avoiding lashon hara and never speaking ill of another person. Once, when he had no choice but to say that someone had lied, he refused to say it directly. He said, "This person has a phenomenal memory. Some people remember things that happened ten years ago. Others can remember things that happened fifty years ago. This man's memory is so phenomenal that he can remember things that never happened." 

R' Yitzchak's works include Mili D'Avot on Pirkei Avot and a Torah commentary entitled Peh Kadosh. Among his sons in law was R' Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin (the "Netziv"). (Gedolei Hadorot 585-586)

Reprinted from the Parashat Shoftim whY I Matter parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood in Brooklyn edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.

The Awesome Responsibility

Of Jewish Leaders

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l

The end of this week's Torah portion, Shoftim, deals with the egla arufa, the beheaded calf which atoned for a murder whose perpetrator was unknown. If a body was found out in the open and it was not known who had killed the person, the Torah commands the elders of the nearest city to take a year-old calf down to the river and proclaim, "Our hands did not spill this blood, and our eyes did not see." This served to both atone for the death and also publicized the matter, so that the true murderer could be found.

It seems odd at first that any culpability is ascribed to the elders of the city which just happened to be closest to the discovery. They may not have even known of this person's existence during his lifetime. What possible role could the city's leaders have played in his death? Why does the Torah involve the city's rabbinical court, when obviously the real murderer is the one who needs to be punished?
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The Lubavitcher Rebbe, zt”;


The mitzva of the egla arufa serves to underscore the dictum: "All Jews are guarantors for each other." The responsibility for the death lies not only upon the shoulders of the cold-blooded murderer, but also upon the inhabitants of the nearest town and most specifically, on the community leaders, the elders who served on the supreme court.


The innocence of these leaders must be publicly proclaimed, for it was their responsibility to ensure the high moral caliber of their flock. Had they instilled Jewish values properly, such a situation would have never arisen. The fact that this murder happened in their domain shows that something is indeed wrong with their leadership.


The concept of bloodshed may also be applied to the Jew's spiritual life. When a person transgresses Torah law he is ostensibly "murdering" his G-dly Jewish soul with the degradation it must endure. With the repetition of such actions a Jew in this spiritually reduced state can even appear to be a lifeless corpse, where he too is found in an "open field," the domain of the non-Jewish world.


Whose responsibility is this Jew's present condition? Is he not responsible for his own actions which led to his spiritual downfall? Could he not, of his own free will, have abandoned the "open field" and returned to the "city," the embracing fold of the Jewish way of life?


The Torah clearly states the duties of the Jewish leaders: "The members of the greater court were to gird themselves with ropes of iron...and make the rounds in all the inhabited places of Israel...and teach all of Israel." Their function was to ensure that this individual would not fall through the cracks and abandon the proper path of the Torah.


Being responsible for our fellow Jew is a lesson which should be noted by every Jew, especially during the month of Elul, when the thoughts of the entire Jewish People turn to repentance and return to G-d before the advent of the new year. During this propitious month for repentance, when G-d goes out into the "field" to make our return to Him that much easier, let us truly exemplify the love of our fellow Jew so we can all enter the G-dly palace on the Day of Judgement.

Reprinted from the Parshas Shoftim 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Rabbi Berel Wein

On Parashat Shoftim
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Human justice is often unjust, even cruel in the extreme. The barbarism of the Medieval Era was perpetrated in the name of justice. The Psalmist commented ruefully that people construct evil lawfully through legislation and court decisions. The experiences of the past century with Germany, the Soviet Union, Cambodia, Cuba, Iraq, North Korea, etc. certainly suffice to illustrate this sad point.


One person’s sense of justice is another person's sense of injustice…. and again, even cruelty. Therefore the Torah commanded us to search for a court of justices who would be honest and moral people, who feared G-d more than they did humans, who were free of preconceived prejudices and social agendas. These types of courts were, as you can imagine, not too abundant and not easily found. The Talmud lists for us such exemplary rabbinic courts, in the second and third centuries CE in the Land of Israel.


We have never seen their equal in later generations. Yet the Torah, which is eternal, has set the bar very high for human courts and for justice. It does not demand absolute infallible justice from fallible human beings - a judge can only judge and decide on the basis of what his eyes see and his ears hear - but it nevertheless less warns us of the dangers of willful and even subconscious corruption and personal prejudice.


The pursuit of justice is a never-ending goal, even if we realize that its absolute attainment is beyond our reach. The Torah deals with the pursuit of justice - the pursuit itself becoming the actual goal. All of the values of Jewish life are encapsulated in the furtherance of that pursuit. It is a challenge that faces us eternally.


We are aware of the constant carping and criticism of our current courts, secular and rabbinic. Since there are always two sides to every case that the courts hear and decide, the losing side rarely accepts the decision gracefully and with equanimity. There is a great deal of ego involved in all disputes, monetary, political and social. Without courts and judges, anarchy would reign and life would become unlivable.


But confidence in the integrity of the courts and its judges is the bedrock of judicial authority. When that confidence is undermined by corruption, preconceived social agendas and very questionable interpretations of the law, then the effectiveness of the justice system becomes severely impaired. The Torah warns us of this societal danger.


We are ordained to pursue justice at all costs. This is especially true in a country that is attempting to combine Jewish tradition and observances with a form of secular democratic government. The pursuit of justice then becomes two-pronged, a struggle fought simultaneously on two fronts. May the Lord help us in this attempt to pursue justice throughout our political and social societies, as well as in our religious world.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Rabbi Wein. 

Thoughts that Count

For Parashat Shoftim
Judges and officers shall you appoint for yourself in all your gates (Deut. 16:18)
"In each and every city," comments Rashi. The Talmud goes even further, explaining that "city" may also be understood to mean the individual person, who is called the "small city."

In order for a person's Good Inclination to be victorious and to rule, one must have the assistance of "judges and officers." The "judge" part of a person's spiritual make-up first looks into the Shulchan Aruch to see if a certain act is permissible or not according to the Torah. If the Evil Inclination afterwards rears its ugly head and balks at fulfilling G-d's command, the "officers" come to the rescue to force the individual into compliance. "Man's Good Inclination must always be in a state of anger against the Evil Inclination," states the Talmud.

(Lubavitcher Rebbe)
You shall set a king over yourself (Deut. 17:15)

If appointing a king over the Jewish People is a mitzva in the Torah, why then did Samuel the Prophet take the Jews to task when they demanded that he do so? The answer is that the Jews did not want an earthly king because G-d had so commanded; they clamored for a king out of a desire to imitate the nations around them.

(Ktav-Sofer)
According to two witnesses...shall a case be established (Deut. 19:15)

The word which the Torah uses here for "case" is "davar," which alludes to the "dibbur" (speech) of prayer. The "two witnesses" likewise stand for our love and awe of the Alm-ghty. The Torah teaches that our prayers must be uttered with this love and awe in order for them to be worthy and contain substance.

(Ohr-Hatorah)
What man is there who has built a new house and has not dedicated it? Let him go and return to his house, lest he die in battle and another man dedicate it (Deut. 20:5)

"And indeed, that would be grievous and sorrowful," comments Rashi.

Yet why should the fear that another person will dedicate one's house be even greater than the basic fear of losing one's life in battle? The inner meaning, according to Rashi, is that when the soldier goes out to wage war, instead of concentrating on his own personal relationship with G-d and doing teshuva, his mind is liable to dwell on his house and the possibility of never returning to it.

(Rebbe of Gur)72
Reprinted from the Parshas Shoftim 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

Rav Avigdor Miller on the

Surgeon General and the Gedolim
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Question: The Rav has spoken forcefully about the issur of smoking. If you are right, why don't we find the Gedolim (our Torah leaders) issuing an issur for Yeshiva bochurim to smoke?

Answer: The answer is that we don't need the Gedolim for this. It's in the Torah itself - ושמרתם את נפשותיכם - and it's an application of common sense. The Gedolim are not scientists. They cannot prove that smoking is harmful. And they don't have to. If on the package of the cigarettes itself, it says that the Surgeon General is warning you that cigarette smoking is dangerous for your health,  and it even enumerates sicknesses that come from smoking then you're michuyav to understand that on your own. It's common sense.


The Gedolim will teach you about the Torah responsibilty, the chiyuv, to take care of your health. But we sometimes know more about the details because we can read the cigarette package. Maybe some Gedolim can't even read English. We can read, and that's what it says on the cigarette package, so we have to speak up and say that smoking is a chet. Anybody that smokes today should know that there is no longer the heter of שומר פתאים השם, that Hashem watches over the ones who are unaware. He's not a פתי - he's a rasha (wicked sinner). You're a choiteh gomur if you smoke today. - TAPE # E-248 (December 2000)
Reprinted from the August 12, 2018 email of Toras Avigdor.
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