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Judge and Police - Yourself! 

Parshas Shoftim 
  

Harav Hagaon Shmuel Wolman Shlit"a 
  

We find ourselves reading Parashas Shoftim while simultaneously greeting Chodesh Elul and its 

daily tekias shofar. This juxtaposition of Parashas Shoftim and Rosh Chodesh Elul occurs nearly 

every year, and the sefarim hakedoshim have taught us that the concurrenc is not coincidental. 

Generally speaking, there’s a deep kesher between the week’s sedra and the corresponding time of 

the year. Parashas Shoftim and Chodesh Elul are no exception, but are, rather, a very good example 

of this rule. 

  

The parashah’s opening line: יָך ן ְלָך ְבָכל ְשָערֶּ ְטִרים ִתתֶּ ְפִטים ְושֹׁ  refers, on a literal level, to the mitzvah ,שֹׁ

of setting up a court system in every city. The Shelah adds another layer of meaning to this mitzvah, 

interpreting the word יָך  as a reference to the openings of the body. The Torah is exhorting us ְשָערֶּ

to become our own shoftim and shotrim and take stock of all our physical drives and thought 

processes. Accordingly, we can understand why the passuk is worded in the singular second 

person: ן ְשָעֶריָך ְבָכל ְלָך ִתתֶּ . This is a very personalized and customized command to carry out a 

true cheshbon hanefesh and make a reckoning of all of our nisyonos and shortcomings. What could 

be a more appropriate introduction to Chodesh Elul? 

  

We all know the famous Gemara in Bava Basra that expounds the passuk:  אּו ֹׁאְמרּו ַהּמְשִלים בֹׁ ן י ַעל כֵּ

ְשבֹון  Simply understood, this passuk is discussing the war between Sichon and Moav, but the .חֶּ

Gemara interprets it to mean something deeper as well: 

  

על כן יאמרו המושלים וגו' המושלים אלו המושלים ביצרם, בואו חשבון בואו ונחשב חשבונו של עולם הפסד מצוה  

 שכר עבירה כנגד הפסדה.כנגד שכרה ו

  

The Gemara understands the “cheshbon” referred to in this passuk as theultimate test of a person’s 

value system and intellectual honesty in making the right decisions. But why would the Torah place 

this fundamental concept in the middle of Parashas Chukas, juxtaposed with the war of Sichon? 

  

Rav Lazer Moshe Hurvitz seems to be bothered by this question, and he addresses it, there in Bava 

Basra, with one of his classic one-liners: כי היה באלול, כמבואר בילקוט שם, והוא זמן החשבון. 

  

The Midrash, says Rav Lazer Moshe, informs us that Sichon’s battle took place during the month 

of Elul, and that is the primary time to make this cheshbon hanefesh, to take stock of our approach 
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to life and assess our priorities. Therefore, this drashah was placed specifically in the context of 

Sichon’s battle, which took place during the month of Elul. 

  

This idea gives us a renewed appreciation for the Torah’s directive of:  ן ְלָך ְבָכל ְטִרים ִתתֶּ ְפִטים ְושֹׁ שֹׁ

יָך  at the beginning of Chodesh Elul - which, according to the Shelah, is an appeal to us to set ְשָערֶּ

up a system of checks and balances of all our physical drives. 

  

Two Essential Components 
By studying this passuk more carefully, I think we can glean additional insight into how to 

maximize our cheshbon hanefesh. The Torah specifies two elements: shoftim v’shotrim, and Rashi 

explains that shoftim are the judges and shotrim are the court enforcers who carry out the verdict. 

The Ohr Hachaim cites the Pesikta’s statement that 

אם אין שוטרים אין שופטים אם יש שוטרים יש שופטים : if there are shoftim, there are shotrim, and if there 

are no shotrim, there are no shoftim. The Ohr Hachaim explains that these two parts of the court 

system are absolutely interdependent, and accordingly, there is no mitzvah of appointing shoftim if 

no shotrim are available to administer justice. 

  

According to the Shelah’s interpretation that the passuk refers to cheshbon 

hanefesh and avodas hamiddos, how are we to understand these two essential components 

of shoftim and shotrim? 

  

It appears that the Torah is teaching us that there are two steps in our avodah of Chodesh Elul. The 

first step, of course, is to be our own “shoftim” - to judge ourselves honestly and take inventory of 

all of our behaviors and challenges. We have to recognize the brutal truth and acknowledge how 

our life should really look: how every morning should start, how we should conduct our daily 

activities, how our relationships - both bein adam l’Makom and bein adam l’chaveiro - should 

look. This is the crucial first step in establishing goals for ourselves. The Torah tells us, however, 

that this inspiration will not yield results unless we designate shotrim to help us implement those 

goals. It’s not enough to know how our live should look - we also need to find ways and set targets 

to help ourselves live up to those ideals. 

  

The role of the shotrim is to ensure that we actually turn our goals from potential to reality by 

aligning our actions with the “verdict” rendered by the “shoftim.” Without the shotrim, all of 

our cheshbon hanefesh and limud hamussar and rigorous introspection will bear no fruit, as 

the Pesikta teaches that shoftim cannot exist without shotrim. Our hisorerus cannot remain a 

purely intellectual reality; rather, we need to set up a system in which the emes that we’ve 

recognized actually penetrates our behavior. 

  

Don’t Be Blinded 
In addition to instituting shotrim, we must also consider the Torah’s instructions for how to render 

an accurate and just verdict. The Torah commands:  ֹׁא ִתַקח י ל ף ִדְברֵּ י ֲחָכִמים ִויַסלֵּ ינֵּ ַחד ְיַעּוֵּר עֵּ ַחד ִכי ַהשֹׁ שֹׁ

 and Chazal explain that bribery transcends logic and can corrupt even the most talented ,ַצִדיִקם

and ehrliche judge. The Chazon Ish points out this is a גזירת הכתוב that cannot be overcome by the 

strongest willpower or intellect. 

  

Applying this directive to the Shelah’s explanation, it would seem that the Torah is alerting us to 

another form of bribery. How often are we blinded by our own urges! How often does the yetzer 

hara slip us his ever-so-powerful shochad and cloud our ability to see the truth and view ourselves 

honestly! 
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Moreover, our fear of challenging our lifestyle, questioning our default behaviors, and possibly 

jostling our creature comforts impedes our vision and makes it ever so difficult for us to incorporate 

the real emes into our lives. The Torah is warning us of the pitfalls of falling prey to this shochad, 

and enjoining us to do our utmost to be proper shoftim and see things with relentless integrity. 

  

We so often superimpose onto our mishpat what the shotrim’s implementation might look like, and 

that hampers our ability to be true shoftim. The Torah therefore emphasizes the sequence 

of shoftim preceding shotrim: we need to first establish what our ultimate expectations of ourselves 

are, even before we envision how that will actually affect our daily lives. Otherwise, we risk 

succumbing to the shochad of the yetzer hara, which hinders our ability to arrive at the emes. 

  

It is a constant struggle and balancing act not to allow the shotrim to confuse the shoftim, but at the 

same time, not to allow the shoftim to remain independent and fail to complete the cycle 

with shotrim. We need to constantly remind ourselves of the Pesikta’s cautionary words:  אם יש

אין שוטרים אין שופטים שוטרים יש שופטים אם . 

  

Torah Provides Accurate Judgement 
Chazal instituted the minhag to blow the shofar every day in Elul, and the Rambam famously states: 

  

כם אע"פ שתקיעת שופר בראש השנה גזירת הכתוב רמז יש בו, כלומר עורו ישינים משנתכם ונרדמים הקיצו מתרדמת

 וחפשו במעשיכם וחזרו בתשובה וזכרו בוראכם, אלו השוכחים את האמת בהבלי הזמן ושוגים כל שנתם בהבל וריק.

  

The Rambam is teaching us that the shofar is not a simple wakeup call from our spiritual slumber; 

it is also a reminder to remember our Creator and realign ourselves with emes. We tend to forget 

the emes because of our involvement in trivial, day-to-day matters, and we then lose touch with the 

Eibishter. The shofar is a daily reminder that screams out: יָך ן ְלָך ְבָכל ְשָערֶּ ְטִרים ִתתֶּ ְפִטים ְושֹׁ  .שֹׁ

  

Yet we find ourselves at a loss. We don’t feel that we’re in a position to make a propercheshbon 

hanefesh;we sit down and we don’t know where to start. We feel that in a general way we’re pretty 

okay, we’re decent, and we’re not sure what we need to work on. How can we perform a 

true cheshbon hanefesh and locate our weakest points and assess our shortcomings? 

  

I would like to share a very powerful vort from the Vilna gaon that I heard from the rosh yeshiva, 

Rav Nosson Tzvi zt”l. The Gemara in Berachos teaches that if a person is suffering, he should 

examine his deeds and make a cheshbon hanefesh. If he scrutinizes his deeds and doesn’t find 

any aveiros, he should attribute his suffering to the aveirah of bittul Torah. That is the simple 

understanding of the Gemara. 

  

The Gemara’s statement seems puzzling, however. If the person was guilty of bittul Torah, why 

didn’t he come up with that aveirahin his original cheshbon hanefesh? 

  

When the Gemara says פשפש ולא מצא יתלה בבטול תורה, explains the Vilna Gaon, that means that if 

he is unsuccessful in his cheshbon hanefesh and can’t figure out where he fell short, he should 

attribute his failure to identify his shortcomings to insufficient involvement in limud haTorah. It is 

the immersion in Torah that creates awareness of the emes and gives rise to she’ifos and hasagos. 

This connection to Torah is what enables a person to make a realcheshbon hanefesh and see the 

truth. 

  

Yes, we must learn mussar and make a daily cheshbon hanefesh - especially during Chodesh Elul 

- but ultimately nothing will keep us in line without liggen in lernen. If we find ourselves not 
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succeeding in being good shoftim, we should attribute that to bittul Torah and make sure that we 

are properly connected to the Eibishter through our limud haTorah. 

  

Slow and Steady Gains 
I would like to end off with a thought that relates to the other half of the avodah of Elul: the part 

of shotrim, which involves applying our recognition of emes and making real changes. Of course, 

this has to be done in keeping with Rav Yisrael Salanter’s advice to make small, 

sustainable kabbalos that actually change us and make us bigger people. 

  

I feel that our bigger challenge is believing in ourselves and having the confidence that this Elul 

can really bring results, that we can become the people we want to become. What breaks our 

confidence is that we look back at the last Elul - and, for that matter, the last few decades of Eluls 

- and we say to ourselves, “See, I tried and it didn’t work! I went through so many Eluls and I’m 

still back to square one, needing to change and improve.” We become despondent and don’t have 

the kochos hanefesh to really believe that anything could be accomplished during this Elul. 

  

I once heard from mori v’rabbi Rav Chaim Brim zt”l that this is the meaning of the words in this 

week’s parashah: ה ץ ַהָשדֶּ  ?In what way is man comparable to a tree .ִכי ָהָאָדם עֵּ

  

Rav Chaim noted that unlike other plants, a tree doesn’t recreate itself every year anew. Rather, it 

continues to grow from year to year, so that when you see a tall, strong, fifty-year-old tree, you 

understand that it is a product of fifty years of consistent growth. Our spiritual growth has that same 

property: we grow in small increments from year to year, and although we may not sense it, 

yesteryear’s growth remains very much part of us. Every Elul, we have the opportunity to take that 

growth to another level. 

  

May the Eibishter give us the opportunity to internalize the daily reminder of tekias shofarand use 

this Elul to be our own shoftim v’shotrim - to really take stock of our ruchniyusinventory and make 

practical changes, with the recognition that every successful Elul builds our neshamos one sturdy 

rung at a time. 

  

In this way, we will b’ezras Hashem become bigger and greater bnei aliyah who will stand in front 

of the Eibishter on the יום הגדול והנורא and declare: רצוננו לעשות רצונך  and  מלוך על כל העולם כולו

  .בכבודך

  

Gut Shabbos. 

 

 


