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“Judges and officers shall you appoint in all your gates”

Cleaning up for Elul

This week’s Parsha commands the Jewish
nation to establish a judicial system and
appoint judges.  The judges and the court
officers are held to higher standards of
integrity than ordinary people because the
Torah’s expectations of the judicial system
are very high. The judges’ job was to pass
the law and the officers were expected to
carry it out. Law and order are a prerequisite
for maintaining a healthy and G-d fearing
society.

Meor V’shemesh explains
homiletically the opening verse in our sedra,

“Judges and officers
shall you appoint in all your gates.” The
posuk is talking not only about actual judges
who preside in court but also about
including guards in all our actions. This
implies that a person must carefully weigh
his actions and censor himself to make
certain that whatever he does will be correct.
A person who wants to be a true eved
Hashem, a loyal servant of Hashem, must be
aware of his actions and all the
repercussions of his behavior.

The Gemora says, “If a person sees
that bad things are happening to him, he
should analyze his actions to see what it is
that he might be doing wrong אם רואה אדם
The most .שיסורין באין עליו יפשפש במעשיו 
straightforward explanation of this gemora
is simple, if a person is experiencing
difficulties, he should analyze what he has
been doing and how he may be suffering
repercussions as a result.  However one must
analyze not only his obvious mistakes, but

also those actions that have been done with
the best intentions. This is what the gemora
in Brochas (61a) says, “Tzadikim, yetzer tov
shoftam - Righteous people are judged by
their Yetzer Tov.” Beyond the basic
explanation that righteous people are
governed by their Yetzer Tov, this phrase is
also telling us that righteous people evaluate
and judge even their Yetzer Tov, what they
have done right.  Tzadikim consider every
good action, they judge themselves to see if
their actions are authentic and genuine and
untainted by ulterior motives.

Elul is the month when we start
looking for creative ideas on how to
improve ourselves. We want to better serve
Hashem and His people. We’re dusting off
the alarm clock called shofar. The Shofar
reminds us of our responsibilities as Jews
and as members of world society.

The Likutei Torah from the Baal
HaTanya tells us a remarkable allegory
about Elul. He compares the month of Elul
to  time spent preparing to meet the king. He
describes what happens when a melech, a
human king, comes to visit his subjects.
Prior to his arrival the townsfolk make sure
that their town is presentable. They repair
the roads and boulevards, the street lights
and the sidewalks. Careful attention is given
to every detail of the town’s appearance.
They make sure there is no garbage on the
streets and decorate the town with colorful
banners. It becomes a community-wide
project with everyone participating. Finally
when the day of the king’s arrival comes,



people line the roads to greet the king and
catch a glimpse of him. As the king’s royal
entourage makes its way through the streets,
the king greets everyone with a warm smile
and a nod. Everyone escorts the king, but as
the king comes closer to his exclusive
residence, fewer and fewer people are
granted access. When the king is ready to
enter his palace, only those in his family and
cabinet can come in with him. This is the
lesson of Elul.  The King of Kings is coming
closer to greet us all. Hashem grants us an
entire month to prepare ourselves before we
might be admitted into his presence. We
must examine and clean up every nook and
cranny of our behavior, every aspect of our
daily habits; every action of the past year
bears evaluation.  Only if we seize these
opportunities for teshuva, we may be among
those admitted to the residence of the King.

The Medrash relates a profound
teaching relating to Teshuva: אמר הקדוש ברוך
הוא לישראל בני פתחו לי פתח אחד של תשובה כחודה 
של מחט ואני פותח לכם פתחים שיהיו עגלות וקרניות 
נכנסות בו  “Hashem said to Klal Israel, “My
children, open for me an opening as wide as
a needle hole, and I will open for you an
opening large enough for a wagon to drive
through.” Hashem tells us that if we make
the least effort to do teshuva, He will give us
the courage and the strength to make
enormous changes in our lives. However,
why is this metaphor used? What is the
parallel between a tiny needle hole and the
concept of Teshuva?

Needle is used to mend torn fabric. A
threaded needle can repair a hole in a
garment, sew on a button, secure the hem,
etc.  To take the allegory even further,
needle and thread can be used to fix torn
skin.  The Shivili Pinchas, Rav Freedman,
says that the needle and thread is
comparable to teshuva because teshuva
repairs the tears in our relationship with
Hashem. The Medrash is telling us that

teshuva can serve as a spiritual needle and
thread to sew the tears in the fabric of our
souls. When we take the tiniest steps on the
path of mending this relationship, Hashem is
willing to accommodate us and expand our
efforts to permanent change.

As the month of Elul begins, all of us
will begin to act as our own shoftim, we will
begin to assess our actions and our
intentions. We will begin to clean up our
personal township so we can be among the
fortunate few who come close to the King.
Hopefully as we make our efforts of
teshuva, Hashem will expand them and we
will be successful in repairing our
relationship with Him.
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