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Shoftim 5776 

 
 

Parshas Shoftim discusses establishing judges and a system of law. We are not to bend the 

law to suit our needs, even if we think we are being altruistic and kind to a pauper. 

This reaffirms our recognition that we cannot understand the ways of G-d; the age-old 

question of “tzaddik v’ra lo,” the suffering of the righteous. There is a purpose to all, even if 

we don’t see it. 

There is a notable word used in connection both with judges and with those come to seek the 

law from judges. The word is “v’darashta,” and you shall delve and inquire. 

It is used regarding judges who hear that someone sinned. They must inquire diligently 

before rendering judgment. 

It is also used regarding one who has a situation for which he needs guidance. He is to seek 

out the ruling from the leaders in his day and follow their direction. 

The important lesson here is that we cannot assume our beliefs or impressions are correct, 

nor rely on stock rulings and pat answers. 

In order to live according to the Torah, one must truly 

wish to seek the answers and put effort into 

understanding. 

Whether leaders or followers, the need to delve, 

reflect and inquire never ceases. We never get to a 

point where we don’t need to ask. 

 “Who is the man who has betrothed a maiden, 
but did not marry her? Let him go and return 
to his home, lest he die in battle and another man take her.” (Devarim 20:7) 

When the Jewish People went to war, there was a vetting process to weed out soldiers who were 
more likely to desert. One example was a fellow who had become engaged to a girl but had 
not brought her into his home. The fear was that he might think of running back to his home 
and others might follow. 

R’ Moshe Meir Weiss, Shlit”a, suggests another approach. He says that the fear is not that the 
man might run away because the thought that someone else will take his bride is too painful. 
This is a man prepared to die for his country. 

 



Rather, the fear is that he will be killed in battle, but his dying moments will be preoccupied 
with thoughts of the bride he never got to marry. Instead of focusing on Teshuva and confessing 
his sins before G–d, so he can return his soul in purity, he will be focused on regrets of missing out 
in the physical world. 

The Gemara says that the worst death is dying of thirst. Rabbi Weiss suggests that it’s the same 
reason. Instead of preparing to meet his Maker, the person’s final moments will be focused on 
wishing for a drink of water. Those moments are too precious to waste on physical things. 

Every year, we face that same challenge. As we enter Elul, we are in the final stages of our year. 
We must prepare to meet our Maker on Rosh HaShana when He will judge us all. What a pity 
it would be to spend the time worrying about some physical pleasure we feel we are lacking 
instead of working on repentance and spiritual reflection! 

Therefore we are taught that one who is focused on things he wants for himself will never win 
the battle against the enemy, especially our eternal enemy, the Evil Inclination. Instead, one 
must feel that whatever G-d has given him is all he was ever supposed to have and he lacks for 
nothing. Then he will be able to fight a valiant battle and stand victorious on Rosh HaShana. 

Our parsha tells us to heed the words of the sages and not to veer to the right nor to 

the left. Even if they tell you that your right hand is your left, you are to listen to them. 

My friend Rabbi Chaim Saperstein said that the reason this can be so is that they are 

facing you. Your right hand is indeed on their left side. In other words, though it may 

seem they are wrong, you must realize they have a different perspective than you. 

Rabbi Jonathan Rietti, Shlit”a, gives a beautiful analogy to explain the concept of 

Emunas Chachomim, faith in the sages.  He relates that as a boy in England, he used 

to visit estates that featured hedge mazes, a popular pastime in that country. 

These tall bushes were cultivated and trimmed into a labyrinth of paths.  Some were 

dead ends, while others led out of the maze.  The 

ultimate goal was to make it to the center of the 

hedge maze.  In that place, there was a raised 

platform from where one could look around and 

see all the paths and where they led.  They would 

then have the privilege of telling other maze-goers 

whether they were on a path that would lead them 

to success, or simply to a dead end. 

Our Chachomim, he explains, are given a 

heightened level of insight that allows them to see 

things the rest of us can’t.  This Divine inspiration 

enables them to tell us whether we’re going down 

the right road or not.  Just as one wouldn’t question 

the directions of the person in the maze who was on the platform, but would take 

their advice because it was clear they could see something the others still in the 

maze could not, so too must we realize that our Rabbis and teachers of Torah, who 

really have that special awareness, should be followed and trusted to take us safely 

through the labyrinth of life. 

For more Rabbi Rietti, visit Jewishinspiration.com
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