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Blind to the Obvious 
Parashas Shoftim 

 
Harav Hagaon Yehuda Wagschal Shlit’’a 

 

In this week’s parashah we have the prohibition of taking a bribe:  ינֵּי וֵּר עֵּ ד יְעַּ ֹׁחַּ ש ד ִכי הַּ ֹׁחַּ ח ש ְוֹלא ִתקַּ

ִדיִקם י צַּ לֵּף ִדְברֵּ  ,This mitzvah is really a mitzvah for dayanim: in adjudicating a din Torah .ֲחָכִמים ִויסַּ

they shouldn’t take a bribe from one of the litigants. Rav Elchanan explains, however, that 

although the mitzvah is primarily directed at dayanim, the idea behind the mitzvah applies to 

every Yid, on a constant basis.  

 

The Rambam (Sefer Hamitzvos) lists the first mitzvah as: ה"לידע ולהאמין בהקב . The first of the 613 

mitzvos is the mitzvah of emunah, to believe that Hakadosh Baruch Hu created the world and 

runs it.  

 

Believing in Hakadosh Baruch Hu is not so simple, however. Many great non-Jewish scholars 

and philosophers did not believe in Hakadosh Baruch Hu, and were not able to understand the 

concept of emunah – their brilliance notwithstanding. How, then, could even the simplest 

Yidden, even a bar mitzvah child, be expected to reach this understanding and recognize 

Hashem’s existence?   

 

 Another question on the mitzvah of emunah: The passuk says, ינֵּיֶכם י עֵּ ְבֶכם ְוַאֲחרֵּ י ְלבַּ  ,ְוֹלא ָתתורו ַאֲחרֵּ

and Chazal tell us that  ְֲבֶכםַאח י ְלבַּ רֵּ  refers to מינות, heresy. In other words, the mitzvah not to stray 

after your hearts means not to be an apikorus, not to lose your emunah in Hakadosh Baruch Hu. 

The question is, the mitzvah of emunah would appear to be an intellectual mitzvah, one that a 

person would fulfill with his mind. So why does the Torah warn us not to stray after our heart, 

which is the seat of desire?   

 

A Simple Mitzvah… 

Rav Elchanan explains that the mitzvah of emunah is really not something very deep or complex 

at all. The Midrash teaches that an apikorus once came to Rabbi Akiva and asked, “Who created 

the world?”  

 

“Hakadosh Baruch Hu,” Rabbi Akiva replied.  
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“Prove it to me,” the apikorus challenged him.  

 

“Who made the garment that you are wearing?” Rabbi Akiva asked.  

 

“A tailor,” the man replied.  

 

“Prove it to me,” Rabbi Akiva challenged him. 

 

Rabbi Akiva’s point was that there are no words to prove that a garment was sewn by a tailor, 

but there is also no need for proof, since the garment itself testifies to the involvement of a tailor. 

A garment doesn’t just come into existence by itself, nor does a house come into existence 

without a builder. The biggest testimony to the existence of the builder is the house itself. 

Similarly, the very existence of the universe testifies to the involvement of its Creator. When we 

see a world before us that is designed with wisdom and order, it’s clear that there was a Builder.  

 

Emunah does not require great insight and intellect; it’s very simple.  

 

If it’s that simple to believe in Hakadosh Baruch Hu, why is it that so many wise people among 

the nations were not able to reach the simple conclusion that He exists?  

 

…Unless You Are Blind 

The answer, says Rav Elchanan, is found in the mitzvah of: ד ִכי  ֹׁחַּ ח ש ינֵּי ֲחָכִמים ְוֹלא ִתקַּ וֵּר עֵּ ד יְעַּ ֹׁחַּ ש הַּ

ִדיִקם י צַּ לֵּף ִדְברֵּ  It is forbidden for a dayan to accept a bribe whose value is as little as a shaveh .ִויסַּ

prutah. Even if the dayan is the greatest talmid chacham and tzaddik, if he received the smallest 

benefit from one of the litigants, he is considered to have been bribed, and his judgment is 

clouded. That doesn’t mean that this dayan will purposely twist the judgment for the benefit of 

that party; a shaveh prutah will not cause him to consciously favor one party over another. 

Rather, the Torah is revealing to us a great insight into human nature. Bribery blinds a person. It 

is natural that if you receive benefit from someone, you will have a leaning toward him. When 

the dayan comes to judge a case, he will automatically be partial to the person from whom he 

received benefit. He will see matters in a different light, and be swayed toward that person, even 

if he is clearly wrong, objectively. Bribery makes people unable to see the obvious.  

 

The idea of bribery blinding people to the obvious is relevant to every person, not just to 

dayanim, says Rav Elchanan.  

 

For instance, emunah should be obvious and simple, as Rabbi Akiva intimated to the apikorus. 

But emunah obligates its bearer; if there’s Someone in charge, that means the world is not a free-

for-all, and I can’t do whatever I want the world.  

 

The gashmiyus and taavos of the world are a form of bribery. If a person is coming to “judge” 

whether Hakadosh Baruch Hu created this world or not, and he is immersed in the taavos of 

Olam Hazeh, he will be blinded by that bribery. The temptations of this world beckon, and 

recognizing Hashem’s existence – clear and simple as it is – will cost a person all the freedom 
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and indulgences that he craves. So this world is full of “bribes” that blind even the wisest people 

to the most obvious things, such as the existence of a Creator.  

 

That’s why emunah is a nisayon. 

 

The nisayon of emunah is not an intellectual one, however. A person does not need tremendous 

intelligence to recognize that the world has a Creator; it’s obvious. Rather, the nisayon of 

emunah is in a person’s heart – and that’s why the Torah emphasizes that we should not stray 

after our hearts – ְבֶכם י ְלבַּ  in reference to apikorsus. If a person’s heart, which is the – ְוֹלא ָתתורו ַאֲחרֵּ

seat of desire, is immersed in Olam Hazeh, he will never be able to reach emunah, because he 

has too much bribery blinding him and preventing him from making the simple judgment that 

Hakadosh Baruch Hu exists.  

 

If, however, a person does not allow his heart free reign to the taavos of Olam Hazeh, and 

instead inclines his heart toward mitzvos and ruchniyus, he will be able to judge clearly, without 

any bribery, and then emunah will not be a nisayon for him at all.  

 

This explains how we can expect a simple Yid, or even a child, to have emunah. As long as 

person’s heart is in the right place, emunah is simple, and not a nisayon. Only if a person’s heart 

is bribed by the distractions of Olam Hazeh will he wind up with a lot of questions in emunah.  

 

Rav Elchanan correlates the principle of bribery blinding a person’s judgment to the mitzvah of 

emunah, but this principle also applies to relationships and other areas of life. When a person has 

to make a decision, he has to be careful not to follow his intellect blindly, because intellect may 

be misdirected. Before making any judgments, a person has to make sure that he’s not being 

blinded by any sort of shochad.  

 


