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Dear Friends, 
  
This week's Torah portion deals with justice, law, and leadership.  The 
timeless saying "Justice, justice shall you pursue!"  is from this portion! 
  
Parshat Shoftim is the fifth Torah portion in the fifth Book of The 
Torah (Deuteronomy/Dvarim). It makes a wise and beautiful connection 
between leadership and justice.  Leaders in positions of public authority - 
 judicial, executive, religious and political - are called upon to lead justly and 
morally.  For the first time we read clear instructions should the people 
demand a king to rule over them.  These instructions limit the power of the 
human king, making him subservient to the Torah, the utterance of the King 
of Kings. 
  
This fusion of justice and law on the one hand, and worthy leadership on the 
other, may fill us with great pride.  Here we are, human beings, the crown 
jewel of Creation, and behold, we expect our leadership to rest on 
foundations of values, justice and law. 
  
But this pride is misplaced!  The call to follow the path of justice 
is only necessary where justice is not present! 
  
Look at our fellow monarch, the lion, the king of the jungle. He is a dangerous 
carnivore.  He kills his prey when he is hungry and he attacks when he is 
threatened. Yet, he never attacks out of meanness and never amasses food 
out or fear of lack. He is bound to no laws of morality or justice. Because he 
doesn't need them. We do. If only the lion developed an awareness and 
wisdom, such as we have, he would understand how naive he has been! 
Indeed, there is much to fear.  If he only knew how dangerous the world 
really is… If only he knew that tomorrow there may not be prey to kill, he 
would not rest as much as he does (and lions normally rest a lot). Rather he 
would kill more and more prey, lest he not have any tomorrow.  But the king 
of the jungle isn't obsessed with our obsessions. He is dangerous and he will 
attack if hungry or threatened NOW, in the present. Not tomorrow.  Not in the 
future.   
  
But we humans are more evolved: mostly, we remember! We remember how 
bad it can get (and we Jews are masters of this kind of memory). But 
because of our memory we are more fearful than animals are.  We are afraid 
not only of current danger, but – and even more so - of future threats, 
because of our memories of the past. How ironic... 
  
And therefore we are aggressive and dangerous, and we, unlike the wild 
world of the animals, require codes of law and morality. 
  
You may say this is a good thing, as the world is, indeed, dangerous and 
frightening. You may add (and you will be correct if you do) that It is important 



to be prepared for every eventuality.  Indeed, the world is very dangerous 
and terrible things happen.  And in the end we even die. 
  
The cruelty of the world on the one hand, and the evil inclinations within 
human nature on the other, necessitate both a strong leadership and also 
clear limits and boundaries to contain our own aggression and that of others. 
 We translate these limits into codes of accepted behavior, laws and statutes. 
 And we then call them justice and morality. 
  
Nature has no system of justice, laws and morality, because nature has no 
conscious and cognitive memory.  In Parashat Shoftim a human king is 
required to read, write and mostly to remember the Torah and its system of 
laws and limitations. The king of the jungle, on the other hand, is not required 
to do so because he rules by instinct, not by conscious memory. 
  
Conscious memory, therefore, is what distinguishes us from animals. It 
allows for the evolution of great wisdom, but it also creates all human fear 
and anxiety.  Our anxieties, in return, force us to create rules and statutes, to 
set standards of justice and morality. 
  
Ok... not too great of a price to pay for knowledge and wisdom...  
 
 
But then... 
  
Just as we think everything now makes sense, we read a wonderful 
sentence, my favorite (yes, I know I have many "my favorite sentence in the 
Torah"... Still, right now this is my favorite): "You shall be TAMIM with the 
LORD your God." (Deuteronomy 18:13) 
  
In modern Hebrew we translate the word "tamim" as naïve, simple or even 
foolish, or worse yet, a real sucker.  But in the Bible "tamim" is the highest 
quality a person can attain.  Tamim means whole or complete.  The invitation 
here is to be whole with God. 
  
What does this mean?  How is this achieved?  
  
Let us consider what the opposite of wholeness is.  There are two 
possibilities: a lack, and a deficiency.  The difference between the two is 
great.  The word "deficiency" has a judgmental connotation.  It implies 
something is not right.  The word "lack" may not be judgmental at all. Yet... 
what does it mean?  
  
To lack something is the most basic and fundamental human condition! 
  
Most modern Jewish spiritual philosophies (such as those of R' Nachman, 
Rav Kook, Rav Ashlag and others) consider this basic state of "lacking" as 
the key to the existence of the world. Lacking creates awareness 
of deprivation which motivates will.  The desire to attain that which is lacking 
is the essence of creation, and therefore the essence of the universe. 



  
The bottom line is that without the sense of lack there is no sense of 
deprivation and therefore no will.  Without will there is no creativity and 
without creativity there is no creation and there is no universe. 
  
However, that sense of deprivation, which is power of creation, is also at the 
very same time, the source of all of our pain and misery.  And now we come 
back full circle to the beginning of this drasha. Our memory of past 
deprivation is the reason for much of the anxiety and fear we feel in the 
present. 
  
The big illusion with which we live our lives almost constantly, is that "if only I 
had ____ (fill in the blank with whatever you are missing at that moment), I 
would finally feel safe and maybe even happy."  I am unhappy because 
I lack something.  I am scared because tomorrow I may lack something and I 
will die. 
  
It is not possible to erase this sense of deprivation because it is what 
motivates life. Remember? No lack - no universe! What we can change 
however, (if we wish to) is our attitude towards the sense of lack we carry in 
our lives. 
  
I would like to suggest, that The verse in the Torah portion "You 
shall be tamim (whole) with the LORD your God" is the path to do just 
that. The invitation here to be whole indicates that being whole is possible. 
 We are even commanded to be whole. 
  
A sense of deprivation, the Torah portion tells us, is not the same as "true" 
deprivation.  The religious "truth" is that every thing is whole, because all is 
one, and all was created by God, who is whole and one.  It is human 
consciousness which is the source of this sense of lack, and human 
consciousness is based on past experience.  This sense of lack motivates 
will, which enables creation from which the universe exists. 
  
Are thinking that this is all well and good, but there is a difference between 
divine "truth" (where all is perfection) and man's delusional reality (in which 
there is a sense of constant lack)? 
  
No, this is not a course on Buddhism, or a lesson in human delusions. Rather 
"You shall be tamim with the LORD your God" is an invitation to the ultimate 
paradox: 
  
Know that you are completely whole, and as part of that wholeness, you 
have a sense of deprivation.  This deprivation creates will, which 
creates life.  All is well. 
  
It appears then (contrary to what I wrote previously) that deprivation or 
a sense of lack are not the opposite of completeness!  Completeness 
includes everything, by definition!, even the sense of lack. 
  



What would our lives look like if we could really take to heart this amazing 
and impossible paradox, in which, on the one hand, all is whole, and on the 
other hand every thing is definitely lacking and has to be lacking constantly, 
because without this lack there is no will and no existence? 
  
Try it at home.  Or better yet, experience it. When it comes to paradoxes we 
are able to experience that which is way too perplexing for our minds to 
grasp. 
  
May we be whole. 
Mostly - as the Kotsker Rebbe said, "there is nothing so whole as a broken 
heart" - may we discover the path of the whole-hearted. 
  
Shabbat Shalom, 
 
Elisha  
  
 


