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Self-Regulate

< 1 minute | Straightforward

As part of the functioning society the Torah seeks to create, the Torah requires us to have a judiciary
to interpret the law, and an executive to apply it:

TIWW-922 77-10R ,0ut) o'usw — You shall place judges and police within all your gates... (16:18)

As with many mitzvos, the Torah speaks to individuals here, and not the community. Does the Torah
expect each of us to individually to create a roster of judges and a police force?

While the simple reading is about judges and police, it is not simply a law about the branches of
government.

The Shelah instead reads it as Judaism’s source for the principle of personal development and
self-regulation. Building a great society starts with individuals. The mitzvah is literally given to you, in
the second person possessive, because nobody else could possibly judge or police you in the way only
you are uniquely able.

The Kotzker suggests that the mitzvah is literally to gatekeep the openings to our bodies, the sights,
sounds, smells, and ideas we let in and out.

R’ Shlomo Farhi notes that we pray every day for a return of the judges of old — n)wx23 YW HW7 —
which on this reading, would mean a return to our youthful ideals.

R’ Yisrael Salanter taught that our natural intuition is the only judge and policeman we ever need.

R’ Jonathan Sacks explains that this is a microcosm of the Jewish People’s mission. In our personal
lives and in our communities, we have a duty to determine whether there is a gap between where we
are and where we ought to be, then taking the necessary steps to bridge it.

Because if we're tuned in, we know what’s wrong, and we know how to fix it too.
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Fit for a King

3 minute read | Straightforward

There’s an interesting discussion about what the Torah’s constitution might look like, and many
famous scholars looked to the Torah as a source of political theory. One particular thread of that
discussion is the role of a king. The Torah doesn’t particularly advocate for monarchy, and imposes
many constraints:

2WN7) D000 TPIRTIRY PN TINTND WK 23 WK 29 D0 P2 KD 1o Y 20RO 2 12 0N 70 W

X7 277 1921 1237 0) X9) 2wy 972 XY 17W T 7772 20 190N XD 027 K MM 010 NiAT D ApE oy
0773 12 K) VoY AN IDN7T DOIIRT “3970 19070 INTI TYINT IPRTIN 17 2021 132 X8 7Y N3 my) 1TRp 73
‘onwy? KT DRNITINY DXTD A7IAT 27722 MU IR mmtnR ARY? Y wny vn — I, after you have
entered the land that Hashem has assigned to you, taken possession of it and settled in it, you decide,
“I want a king over me, like all the nations around me,” you shall be free to set a king over yourself,
one chosen by Hashem. Be sure to select your king from your own people; you must not select a
foreigner over you, one who is not your kin. Moreover, he shall not keep many horses... And he shall
not have many wives, lest his heart go astray; nor shall he amass silver and gold to excess. When he is
seated on his royal throne, he must write a copy of this Torah written for him on a scroll by the
levitical priests. Thus he will not act haughtily toward his fellows or deviate from the Instruction to
the right or to the left, to the end that he and his descendants may reign long in the midst of Israel.
(18:14-20)

The Gemara notes that the king actually must write two Sifrei Torah; one that remains in the royal
treasury, and another that he carries with him wherever he goes.

The Rambam explains that during a king’s reign, he must write a Torah scroll for himself in addition
to the scroll left to him in the treasury by his ancestors.

Even if the king inherits a treasury filled with beautiful Sifrei Torah from ancestors, the very act of
writing the Torah scroll is a way of making the Torah, quite literally, one’s own. The act of doing that
writing becomes a powerful pedagogy through which the king comes to understand what his moral
position must be.

In political theory, this is called the rule of law, that all persons, institutions, and entities are
accountable to the same body of law. In real day to day life, laws matter only as far as they command
the collective loyalty of those in power; it requires a governing class that cares about law and
government and tradition, rather than personal power and gain. By making the king go through this
exercise, the Torah hopes and envisions that a king will understand the gravity of his office.

The Torah’s perspective is that all men are just men — in the very beginning, the Torah says that
humans are formed “in the image of God,” which R’ Jonathan Sacks teaches to mean as destroying a
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divine right to oppress others. It is political dynamite, from which we can learn about the sanctity of
life, the dignity of individuals and human rights, the sovereignty of justice and the rule of law, free
society, all because God bestows his image on everyone, not just kings and emperors. It follows that
we would expect a Jewish conception of a king to look qualitatively different.

R’ Shlomo Farhi explains that the higher in stature and authority someone is, the closer scrutiny they
can expect. Intuitively, a powerful person needs more humbling — not necessarily in a negative way,
but more so that a successful leader is someone whose leadership exists to help his people.

Leadership is about being of service to others, not being served by others.

Who Watches the Watchman?

6 minute read | Straightforward

The Torah details many laws that help regulate society. As with any legal system, the Torah
anticipates that sometimes people will fail, break the law, and what to do about it.

But sometimes, it’s already too late. Some crimes go unsolved in what is called a cold case, when there
are no leads, no suspects, and no witnesses, which is particularly dangerous for the obvious reason
that the perpetrator remains at large and unidentified.

The Torah describes such an example.

In the event an unidentified body is discovered in an unpopulated area, the Torah commands a
specific and highly bizarre ritual, where the elders and leaders of the closest city take a calf to a nearby
river or stream, break its neck, and make a public proclamation they didn’t kill this innocent person:

;78707 T 2723 ,°P1 DT IA-OR) 1 LDPTR-IWR PR Y7 192 AR XD PP 070 OT1-N8 1097 XD 0T i) )
7Py ,a ayn-cd 92 Pn—R30 077 2R ,AANY 077,007 1921 — They shall speak and say “Our hands did
not shed this blood, and our eyes were blind. Hashem, forgive Israel, Your people, and do not tolerate
innocent blood to remain among Israel, your people,” and the blood shall be forgiven. Purge yourself
of the guilt of innocent blood, and do what is right and proper in the eyes of God. (21:7-9)

Beyond the specifics of the ritual that require their own explanation, it’s quite something for the
Torah to require the elders, sages, and leaders to say they weren’t the Kkillers.

Would anyone seriously suspect that they were?

Rashi explains the proclamation to mean that they didn’t know there was a traveler and therefore
were not complicit in the murder by letting them travel in a dangerous area alone. The Sforno
similarly explains that they must affirm that they didn’t knowingly permit a murderer to roam free.
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The Chasam Sofer takes a very different approach, observing that it is straightforward to say the
murder was not their fault, but they don’t get to say that. In this reading, the ceremony is not a
declaration of innocence; but a public statement of collective responsibility and guilt, a confession and
acknowledgment that the crime happened on their watch.

Or in other words, there is no question of why the Torah summons the elders and sages and leaders to
answer for the quiet mystery death of an innocent; it’s the answer.

“Our hands didn’t kill this person; we didn’t hold the knife, or the gun, or give them the pills. But
that’s as far as we can go in disclaiming responsibility. Because we weren’t looking, we weren’t paying
the close attention this person deserved and needed, so the criminal — and the victim — slipped right
through our fingers.”

When the Torah describes the Mishkan construction process, it presents an exhaustive account of
each donation because the leaders were publicly accountable for each contribution; and that’s just for
finances! As the Lubavitcher Rebbe said, people are not dollars.

If you are surprised the Torah requires leaders to account for human life, then, like the sages who
perform the ritual, you haven’t been paying attention.

In the section detailing the rituals for sacrificial atonement, the Torah talks about leaders who make
mistakes:

QR AW ArRYnTXY YR PPOR 1 mnToon nox Ay Xup x0l W — When a leader incurs guilt by doing

unwittingly any of the things which God commanded not to do, and he realizes his guilt... (4:22)

The Torah plainly and unambiguously talks about when, and not if, leaders make mistakes because
avoiding mistakes in power is impossible; we need to stop pretending otherwise because denying
errors compounds them and makes things worse. Very few people expect a society without any
wrongdoing, but corruption and impotence in dealing with misconduct are highly destructive; the
cover-up is always worse than the crime.

When politics demands a lie, but people demand the truth, you get corruption. Leaders that face
painful truths are not just morally preferable; they save lives. Wilfully blind leaders playing
make-believe about real problems in our community alienate and disillusion people who care,
weakening their ties to a community that won’t show care and concern to the people who need it! We
can’t afford to tolerate leaders who fixate on maintaining the illusion of infallible perfection and
divine knowledge. We will never correct our community’s mistakes so long as we deny them and don’t
confront them. While we can’t reasonably expect perfect leaders, we can reasonably expect perfectly
compassionate and honest leaders who will do what is right and proper.

On Yom Kippur, the great Day of Atonement, the Kohen Gadol’s first atonement ritual is a personal
confession for himself and his family, publicly owning his mistakes.
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Every year before Tisha b’Av, we publicly read Isaiah’s explicit rage against corrupt leadership and
broken institutions that don’t protect the vulnerable — 2v>7 17%% 1377 1977 Y 7330 0229797 Y7 171907 3377 1807
TInDR 297 WBY? KXY OiN? 2037w A7 T0W 20K 192 09233 27201 021790 TV ...TIR9R 1207 0IN2 WY PIRD 1R 0IYR W7
77K Ri™RD.

The Ibn Ezra explains that the Torah is suggesting that when something terrible happens in a
community, that community has some introspection and soul searching to do. In fact, this is the
Rambam’s universal guidance on how to respond to tragedy; bad things happen in a climate and
environment, and we can identify the factors that make them more likely to occur in a given context
and change them.

We don’t often have to deal with murders in our community, but the Torah doesn’t explicitly talk
about murder at all — 727 °n ¥791 82 772 991 ...72782 Y70 Xy,

R’ Aaron Lopiansky teaches that we must not mistakenly classify sexual abuse as a sin or
misdemeanor. It is no exaggeration to say that sexual abuse is a matter of life and death, among the
most severe crimes a human can commit, right alongside murder, which ties back into the severity of
the sage’s confession over an unidentified body.

If a survivor of abuse commits suicide, who really killed them?

R’ Aharon Lichtenstein warns against resorting to the no-true-Scotsman fallacy — “he wasn’t really
one of us!” We don’t get to disclaim wrongdoers after the fact when they fit in seamlessly alongside
the best and brightest our community has to offer until being found out. We have to be willing to ask
the difficult question of what allowed them to hurt vulnerable people yet blend right in with us.

There are good reasons why victims are scared to report crimes in our community, and if you want to
sleep well at night, make sure you're not one of them. People who have experienced abuse and trauma
are not damaged goods, not pitiful, stained misfits who deserve your deepest sympathies. It’s not their
fault. You need to believe them, and you need to believe in them. The abuser’s best friend is the Sefer
Chofetz Chaim; they rely on and exploit the fact that their victim will remain silent.

You can be very sure there are victimized and vulnerable people in your circles. If you don’t know of
any offhand, you ought to wonder why no one trusts you enough to share that with you. It starts with
not turning away or keeping silent when people misguidedly or maliciously defend abusers; victims
must know in their bones that you are with them all the way, otherwise you are complicit.

The Torah uses emotion extremely sparingly, so we ought to sit up and notice when it does. The way
the Torah uses the imagery of spilled innocent blood to demand the sages publicly beg forgiveness is
particularly powerful; the Torah has no tolerance for unanswered crimes, where the victim dies alone
and invisible — 729pPn—"p33. 077 W2N ,AOR 077,077 1921 ;78 R 2R3 ,PI DT 1AN-2X).

Every time one of our institutions acts to protect a victimizer instead of the victim, we fail that test.

TorahRedux | Ancient Words, Timeless Wisdom Subscriptions and feedback: Neli@TorahRedux.com


mailto:neligertner7@gmail.com

" TorahRedux

On Shabbos, Jewish communities worldwide for generations have said a prayer for the victims with a
particularly stirring line:

0°12¥ NRYY naw-RY 127 anik 07 w72 — For He does not ignore the cry of the distressed; He who requites
bloodshed is mindful of them.

The Torah plainly and unambiguously demands that leaders take extreme ownership and recognize
the systemic failures that lead to an innocent person’s untimely death, with a ritual of collective
responsibility for contributory negligence, that they did not meet their duties of care to the standards
the victim required.

Today, purging ourselves from the guilt of innocent blood and doing what is right and proper in the
eyes of God means allegations should be taken seriously and thoroughly, and impartially investigated.
We do what is right and proper by upholding the rule of law, applying the law evenly, without fear or
favor, even if the accused is someone we care about and look up to. Call the police, and report the
abuse. Make sure the authorities know and make sure competent mental health professionals are
involved. If there’s the slightest hint of impropriety or wrongdoing, the institution must reorganize.

The Torah’s consistent vision of our society is that we stand up for each other, and most especially for
those who cannot stand up for themselves. Systemic failures in our entire communal framework allow
such things to happen, and the Torah calls on the leaders of that framework to account for bad things
that happen on their watch.

“We didn’t see! We didn’t know!” These excuses don’t cut it when your head is in the sand and you
didn’t do anything last time around.

If good people don’t enforce what is right and proper against abusers and criminals because we'’re
afraid of backlash or negative attention, then the abusers and criminals win by default because no one
bothered to stop them.

It’s not the mayor, Rosh Yeshiva, or local rabbi who must perform the ritual; it’s all of them, which is
to say that no one gets to say it’s not their fault, specifically requiring them to answer for what they
were not paying attention to. We are responsible for both our actions and inactions. Who watches the
watchers? All of us — 7°yw-952 777100 0 VY DLW,

The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good people to do nothing. We deserve leaders
who protect the people who need it most, and we ought to demand that; if we can’t disempower bad
leaders, we need new institutions and leadership.

Leaders are responsible for their communities, but communities are responsible for who they will
follow.
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Uncertain Futures

4 minute read | Straightforward

The Torah treats idolatry and pagan practices with extreme severity, condemning them repeatedly
throughout the Tanach. In Moshe’s last address, he issues the same instruction to be weary of these
foreign practices:

R 7oy R oonp c°39n onik — When you enter the land that Hashem is giving you, you shall not

learn to imitate the abominable practices of those nations. Let no one be found among you who sends
his son or daughter to the fire, or who is an augur, a soothsayer, a diviner, a sorcerer, one who casts
spells, or one who consults ghosts or familiar spirits, or one who inquires of the dead. For anyone who
does such things is abhorrent to Hashem, and it is because of these abominable things that the
Hashem is dispossessing them before you. You must be perfectly wholehearted with Hashem.

(18:9-13)

While extremely difficult to reconcile with a modern understanding of how the world works, it would
be obtuse to deny that a sizable portion of Jewish tradition incorporates magic and superstition as
having some actual basis and realism — the book of Shmuel tells of an incident where years after the
settlement of the Land of Israel, a Philistine army threatened the young state, and King Saul sought a
witch out to consult with the ghostly spirit of the dead prophet Shmuel.

Be that as it may, there is a divergent rationalist school of thought more aligned with a modern
understanding of the world, notably the Rambam, that does not treat these as genuine, but still
equally forbidden.

Real or not, the Torah is explicit that seeking out future knowledge is taboo and, therefore, off-limits.

What’s so wrong about wanting to know the future?

R’ Yakov Hillel explains that someone seeking future knowledge yearns to eliminate doubt and
uncertainty, which is antithetical to the human condition.

Humans hate uncertainty. It is stressful and makes us worry. Every day, we navigate over the shaky,
uncertain, and constantly changing landscape of probabilities that lie before us.

We have natural pattern recognition abilities, which is why humans are prone to believe in magic and
superstition. Doubt and uncertainty are fundamental and intrinsic to the human condition — we aren’t
computer programs. Uncertainty is central to the Jewish conception of prophecy; counterintuitively, a
prophet’s job is not to foretell an inevitable future — instead, their job is to warn people away from the
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path they are on. A prophet whose warning comes true has failed! The future is not set, which is also a
central theme of the High Holy Days.

This is also the theme of Isaiah critique that is read before Tisha b’Av, where Isaiah calls his
community to task, people who, instead of doing the work to alleviate poverty and suffering, and be
good and kind to each other, would rather just slaughter a goat or two:

NRT Wp2-" 0319 NIRT? 2N °2 .oR¥0n KXY 7RV 2°0a) 009 07) UK 2771 2°9°R NIYY CAyal 7 K 02°021-27 Cp-nny
07V DWW LTI IR DIR-XD X NP NI WIR 0% X0 728IR nbR XIW-nmin K027 19900 K o030 0 2T
1217 I8 IRTR DT 0T YRV IR 790 1290-"0 03 DR 1Y DU9YR 092 01931 Xy NI mb? 22y 17 OWH1 NI
TINR 1257 0IN2 WOV IR 1MWK VYN WNT 2Y°T 1TNT YT 0TI OPY T3 02°77un ¥ 100 — “What makes you think
I want all your sacrifices?”, says Hashem. “I am stuffed with burnt offerings and ram sacrifices and
cattle fats. I don’t need the blood of bulls, lambs and goats. When you come to worship me, who asked
you to parade through my courts with all your ceremony? Stop bringing me your meaningless gifts;
the incense of your offerings disgusts me!

“Your celebrations of Rosh Chodesh and Shabbos and your fast days, are all sinful and false. I want no
more of your pious meetings! I hate your new moon celebrations and your annual festivals. They are a
burden to me. I cannot stand them! When you raise your hands in prayer, I will not look. Though you
might offer many prayers, I will not listen, because your hands are covered with the blood of
innocents!

“Wash yourselves and become clean! Get your sins out of my sight. Give up your evil ways; learn to do
good. Seek justice! Help the oppressed and vulnerable! Defend the cause of orphans! Fight for the
rights of widows!” — (1:10-17)

It is normal to be scared of the future, but that fear can paralyze us from doing the work we need to
do. By holding on to what we need from the future, we use shortcuts to hack the outcome.

Instead, the Torah advises us to be wholesome, to embrace the struggle the uncertainty and fear of the
future straightforwardly as it comes — 7°728 77 2y 7270 D95,

Maybe there are religious hacks. But R’ Yitzchak Berkowitz notes that people who are wholesome and
straightforward understand that shortcuts are no substitute for the real deal.

The human enterprise is trial and error, courage, and risk. R’ Shlomo Farhi explains that shortcuts are
pitfalls — the bad and wrong ways to do things. We need to prepare for the future properly you can’t
hack your way into being a decent human — you can’t ask for forgiveness before making amends; you
can’t lose weight sorting out your diet; you can’t retire without saving.

When we are afraid of the future, there is something we want to avoid. Instead of avoiding the pain,
confront it, put in the work, and take decisive action.
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I present TorahRedux l'ilui nishmas my late grandfather, HaGaon HaRav Yehuda Leib Gertner ben
HaRav HaChassid Menachem Mendel.

I hope you enjoyed this week’s thoughts. If you have questions or comments, or just want to say
hello, it’s a point of pride for me to hear from you, and I'll always respond. And if you saw, heard,
read, or watched anything that spoke to you, please send it my way - Neli@TorahRedux.com.

If you liked this week’s edition of TorahRedux, why not share it with friends and family who would
appreciate it?

Neli

PS - TorahRedux is my pride and joy, the product of thousands of hours of learning, research,
writing, editing, and formatting. I have a niche business that allows me to spend substantial time on
TorahRedux, and I welcome your assistance in furthering my goal to keep publishing quality
content that matters. I help NY home care companies implement compliant Wage Parity plans that
enhance recruitment and retention; whether or not that was comprehensible, if you know anyone in
the New York home care field, please introduce me!

PPS - Several of my home health clients are hiring at all levels from entry-level to management.
Please send me a resume and a one-line explanation of what kind of role would be the best fit and I'll
make some introductions.

Redux: adjective — resurgence; refers to being brought back, restored, or revived; something familiar
presented in a new way. Not to see what no one else has seen, but to say what nobody has yet said
about something which everybody sees.
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