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Impartial Approach

“You shall not take a bribe, for the bribe will blind the eyes of the wise and make righteous words crooked” (Deut. 16:19).


M

aimonides writes that the first mitzvah incumbent upon us is to believe that there is a Creator and Supreme Being Who knows and controls all that occurs to us, Whom we refer to as G-d.


As one of our 613 mitzvahs, even a mere thirteen year-old boy, or twelve year-old girl, is required to formulate, and indeed possess, this basic tenet to Judaism.


We know, however, there were some very great minds throughout history that nonetheless lacked this basic understanding. Intellectuals from Aristotle and Socrates to modern-day scientists have plumbed the depths of the mysteries of the universe, but nevertheless failed to recognize the One, G-d. How can an inexperienced young adult be expected to have an understanding of such complex, philosophical questions as the origins and dominion of the world (1)?


The truth is that belief in G-d and the recognition that He created the world do not require much philosophical debate. It is even highly rational to have such beliefs, much more so than assuming the world came into existence by chance and that the complex elements therein developed randomly.


On display in the National Archives Building in Washington, DC is the Declaration of Independence, adopted in its final form on July 4, 1776 to declare the independence of the thirteen American colonies from Great Britain. This celebrated document can be divided into three parts: a statement of principle concerning the rights of man and the legitimacy of revolution; a list of specific grievances against England’s King George III; and a formal claim of independence (2).

Certainly, if the museum tour guide were to suggest that this important document was written by spilling ink on the parchment and it happened to take the form of these historic words, we don’t have to guess the future status of his job or where such a person belongs.

Something that requires any amount of wisdom does not come about by itself. Likewise, and all the more so, this world, with its vastness and detail, unquestionably required much wisdom to be brought to realization. 

Take, for example, the nourishing white liquid called milk. Milk, produced by the female mammal, is the most ideally suited food for the needs of its young. It supplies the growing infant with all its requirements, in ideal proportions. Furthermore, as the baby’s digestive system improves, the milk’s composition varies, becoming gradually more concentrated (3).

How can it be assumed that such wisdom and harmony came about by chance? And then which one came first, milk or infants? A female would have no use for milk without a child, but yet an infant could not have survived without its mother’s milk. Surely, there is an Interior Designer Who planned this all out.

That a young adult is expected to believe in the Creator is therefore not an unrealistic proposition. It is actually an elementary concept that is made obvious wherever one turns in this world. “How abundant are Your works, G-d; with wisdom You made them all! (4)” 

Why is it then that some of the greatest minds the world has known did not come to this conclusion? The answer can be found in this week’s parsha.

“You shall not take a bribe, for the bribe will blind the eyes of the wise and make righteous words crooked.” Bribery has the incredible power to blind a person from otherwise obvious truths. For this reason, a judge who has received a favor of any kind from the litigants is disqualified from adjudicating. 

We should not be surprised that even great minds did not believe in G-d. These people led immoral lifestyles, devoid of any holiness. If they were to have believed in G-d’s existence, then there would have been a certain conduct expected of them and a reckoning to be had for their actions. The permissive lifestyles they “enjoyed” by not believing in G-d served as a powerful influence on their thought processes and prevented them from recognizing that which would have otherwise been considered obvious. 

------------------

(1) Rabbi Elchonon Wasserman, in his Kovitz Mamorim (Collected Essays), pg.11-16. Rabbi Wasserman was martyred in 1941, in Kovno, Lithuania. (2) "Declaration of Independence," Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 2000. (3) Our Amazing World, pg, 42, by Rabbi Avrohom Katz, Mesorah Publ. (4) Psalms 104:24.

An Opportune Time

T

here is a custom in many communities to blow the shofar every morning during the Jewish month of Elul (1), which began this week. The reason for this is because Rosh Hashanah, the Day of Judgment, is then fast approaching and in order to put us into the proper frame of mind, the Rabbis instituted these shofar blasts. This is based on the verse, “When the shofar sounds in the city, will the nation not tremble?” (2). 

There is more significance, however, to starting the shofar blasts on the first of Elul than the mere fact that it begins the final month prior to Rosh Hashanah. Historically, these are especially favorable days to G-d. It was on this date that Moshe went up to Mount Sinai to plead the case of the Jewish nation before G-d for the second time after it sinned with the Golden Calf. This time he succeeded, and on the fortieth day, the Day of Atonement, G-d responded, “I have forgiven (them) as you have requested” (3). 

For this reason, the Rabbis understood that these days have their own special significance and called them, “The Favorable Days.”

There is also an allusion to the potential of these Favorable Days in the acronym of the verse, “Ani l’dodi, v’dodi lee - I am to my Beloved, and my Beloved is to me” (4). The first letters of the verse spell, “E-L-U-L.” May we merit utilizing the opportunity inherent in these days to its fullest.  

-------------------------

(1) Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 581, Mishna Berurah 3. (2) Amos 6:3. (3) See Rashi, Ex. 33:11. (4) Shir HaShirim 6:3.
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