Torah From a Mussar Perspective
Parshat Shoftim — Deuteronomy 16:18-21:9
Rabbi Eric S. Gurvis

Yet again -- resonance between our Torah, life and our world. After a lifetime of studying Torah,
and over 42 years as a rabbi, | should no longer be surprised. And, in truth, I’'m not. Rather, |
am continually intrigued, supported, and nourished by the layers of interpretations | uncover
from throughout our Jewish generations.

| first began uncovering and adding a Mussar lens to my Torah study while still a full-time
congregational rabbi in Massachusetts. Having already uncovered the Mussar part of our rich
tradition through Alan Morinis’ Everyday Holiness and having participated in the Facilitation
training offered for rabbis by The Mussar Institute and Union for Reform Judaism, | began
facilitating va’adim in my congregation. It was new to me. It was exciting, and | just had a
sense there was more. | began to search the web and uncovered one site, which for years
had offered weekly teachings on the parashah based on the teachings of Rabbi Shlomo
Wolbe. | had heard his name in TMI materials but was largely unfamiliar with his corpus of
work. Having found this source, | began sharing the teachings with my weekly Shabbat
Morning Torah study Minyan at our congregation. Many in the group were intrigued by this
new lens on our Torah. Hence, | kept searching. The more | searched, the more | found.

Our parashah this week, Parshat Shoftim opens with these words:
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You shall appoint magistrates and officials for your tribes, in all the
settlements that your Eternal God is giving you, and they shall govern
the people with due justice.

“Magistrates and officials!” — oh, what a resonance. Studying our portion late last week, |
came upon a teaching by Rabbi Avraham Yoffen? from his work, HaMussar v’HaDa’at.? His
teaching opens:

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said: Do not be weary of judgment, for it is
one of the three pillars of the world. For our Sages taught: “On three
things the world stands—on tzedek/justice, on emet/truth, and on

1 https://baishamussar.blogspot.com/

2 Rabbi Avraham Yoffen (1887-1970) was the son-in-law of Rabbi Yosef Yozel Horowitz, the Alter of
Novardok and director of Novardok Yeshiva. He fled to the U.S. at the outbreak of World War Il and opened
a yeshiva in Borough Park. In 1962 he moved to and founded a kollel in Jerusalem.

3 This teaching, from which | have excerpted may be found in Sefer HaMussar v’ha-Da’at, Bemidbar-
Devarim, page 118ff
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shalom/peace.”* Therefore, take care not to distort justice, for in doing
so you shake the very foundation of the world.>

Rabbi Yoffen comments,

At first glance, it is difficult to understand why there should be such a
severe warning not to be weary of judgment. Could anyone truly
imagine becoming weary of judgment, even if judgment were not one
of the pillars upon which the world stands -- that it should require such
urgent admonition? However, with reflection, deep reasons can be
found for the necessity of these words.

First and foremost, our Sages taught® that one who has reached the
level of legal instruction but refrains from teaching, of such a person it
is written: “and many were the victims she has cast down.””

Should a Torah scholar say to themselves: “What business do | have
with the burden of the community and with their disputes? Let my soul
be at peace.” [It is taught that] such a person destroys the world . . .2

So, we find in Midrash Tanchuma: When Rabbi Abba was about to
depart from this world, his nephew entered and found him weeping. He
asked: “My teacher, why are you weeping? Did you not study Torah and
teach it? Do you not have disciples sitting before you? Did you not
perform deeds of kindness? Moreover, you distanced yourself from
judgment and did not appoint yourself over communal needs!” Rabbi
Abba answered: “My son, it is precisely for this that | weep—Ilest | be
held accountable for not adjudicating the legal cases of Israel, when
indeed | was capable.”

So, we see that despite all of his great deeds, he still felt lacking for not
engaging in the administration [and pursuit] of tzedek/justice.

Now, in most countries and societies there exist structures to oversee the administration of
legal matters and justice. And Rav Yoffen delves more deeply into some layers of this as regards
society. Yet, later in his discourse, he offers some Mussar for each and every one of us as he
teaches:

4 Avot 1:18

5 Rav Yoffen is referring to a passage in Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 802:12

8 Talmud Sanhedrin 93b

7 Proverbs 7:25 — this chapter deals with the image of a harlot who misleads and harms others.
8 Cf Midrash Tanchuma, Mishpatim



The Sages’ admonition can be explained as follows: a person must not be lax
in striving to attain the lofty stature necessary for a judge. This requires rising
above all considerations of wealth and, and removing entirely from one’s
heart the fear of mortal opinion. Even if a person’s Torah knowledge is
adequate for the role, that alone does not suffice, unless they also possess an
exceptional character, where the search for truth alone is the light of their
path.

“Unless they possess an exceptional character.” There is our admonition, our charge. If we
peek back at the passage (above) from Pirkei Avot with which Rav Yoffen opened his
discourse, we can see how he has set up his next point:

Indeed, without the pillar of tzedek/justice, even the other two pillars—
emet/truth and shalom/peace—cannot endure. As the Jerusalem Talmud
teaches: “These three are one: if tzedek/justice is established, emet/truth is
established, and shalom/peace is made . . .°

At the end of it all, are not shalom/peace and shleymut/wholeness, along with
kedushah/holiness, important goals for our living in this world? Rav Yoffen drives his point home
with a reference to an important teaching from our Sages:

“The seal of the Holy One is Truth.”1® Whoever wishes to employ this
seal must themselves be truly worthy. This is possible only for one
whose sole striving is to bring merit to the multitude, and whose love
for truth guides all their actions.

Rav Yoffen’s teaching closes with him stating, “In light of all this, who indeed can find the
courage to approach the seat of judgment, except one whose intentions are purest?”!

We could read his discourse as guidance for dayanim/judges, or as our parashah calls them,
shoftim. Yet, | believe he is providing guidance for all of us. We must be part of sustaining the
tripod on which our world stands. We must strengthen the presence of tzedek/justice,
emet/truth, and shalom/peace. From a Mussar approach, that begins with our internal soul
work, as we strengthen ourselves, moving outward into our relationships and ultimately
towards sustaining our world. There is much to be done in our time — Shabbat and this month
of Elul offer us an opportunity to reflect on how well we are carrying out our part of the task.

FOR FOCUS:

e Spend a few minutes in quiet contemplation. Reflect on the week gone by. Where did
you strengthen tzedek/justice, emet/truth, and shalom/peace?

% Jerusalem Talmud, Ta’anit, Ch. 4

10 Talmud Shabbat 55a
11



e Thinking ahead, not only to the new week, but as we make our way towards a new
year, how can you strengthen tzedek/justice, emet/truth, and shalom/peace? Within
yourself? Within your relationships? And for the sake of sustaining our world?



