Our sedra  Shoftim this week includes  the following words: Shoftim vshotrim titen lcha bchol sharecha, judges and officers you shall select for yourselves in all of our gates.  In effect we are to choose official leaders for our cities and, ultimately, our country.  But what are the Jewish criteria for an appropriate official?

 

 Our leaders must judge the people with righteous judgment.  They must not favor the rich over the poor.  They must not defer to famous or powerful individuals.  They must be incorruptible, taking no bribes or influence payments.  They must be scrupulously honest.  

 

This standard has proven extremely difficult to maintain anywhere and frankly given the number of economic scandals almost impossible in Israel.  Our leaders are supposed, to be honest in all things and have strong judgment in all crucial areas.
And yet we are very familiar with the common joke --- How can you tell when a politician is lying?  Their lips are moving.  It scarcely surprises us at all when we learn of a minister or cabinet member being accused of financial misdeeds and  forced to resign from office. Or even worse try to struggle on regardless.
The whole scandal of MPs expenses and the continual stories coming out from that –public monies spent on moats porn films and heaven knows what else!   In fact, we almost expect our politicians to work for their own advantage whilst making just enough overtures to their sectional interest to get elected. Many times I heard ex colleague councillors make comments which indicate very clearly that even on a council level the expenses are the motivating factor for doing the job and if it is true for lowly councillors it is 100 times more true for MPS.

Shoftim paints a very different picture about what we should expect indeed, what we deserve from a leader. 

 

We are told that leaders are not to multiply wealth or military power, nor are they to seek to become too controlling of the society they are chosen to lead.  After all, we are all subject to a still higher authority that of God.  And pretending that they are the be-all and the end-all of importance in society is an actual sin. 

 

Shoftim teaches a very different lesson of the true humility of great leadership.  It teaches us that the critical criteria are honesty and, above all, always and far above all, justice.  We are commanded not simply to be just but to pursue justice, tzedek tirdof, to chase it down, to try to right the wrongs of the world and make an unfair and often unjust society into an earthly realm of honesty, honor, and fairness. 

 

We can often recall where we were when momentous things happened in the world. The Pan am plane being blown out of the sky on route to New York is one such event. The release of the Libyan bomber of the Pan am plane over Lockerbie can and no doubt will in the coming weeks and months be argued in different ways. Are we soft compared to the Americans who would have executed him long ago or of course knowing how slowly their justice system works he could quite easily still be on death row? 

 Is it a merciful release for a man to die in his own country amongst his own people  - well yes it could be if he dies within a reasonable period.  Has there been an agreement to release him in exchange for some commercial deal?  This would certainly be seen as utterly despicable by   relatives of people killed on Pan Am which destroyed not only the lives of people in board but those of relatives.  The Libyans might say that the massive payouts those relatives received had exorcised any guilt they may have. Always assuming of course that he was guilty which there seems to be some very serious doubt about. Have our leaders been just ? have they done the right thing- have they been fair, merciful and honest – frankly we don’t know and probably never will.  

As you know, we have now begun the month of Elul  It, too, is a month of judgment.  We know that in this last month of the Jewish year we are approaching our own day of Judgment, our Yom HaDin on Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur.  We know that we must make amends for the unjust acts we have perpetrated, the unfair conditions we have harbored, the morally weak choices we have made.

We know that God will judge us fairly we fear that, perhaps, but we know it. 

 

What we must also come to understand is that we have the responsibility to seek a society of justice here on earth.  That we must judge our leaders not because of what we believe they will do for us, but because of the standards of justice they will seek and create in our society.  We must find no, seek, and even compel justice in our land by choosing leaders who are themselves just, who take no bribes, who do not pander to influence peddlers, who are true Shoftim.

If we can do that then we will create the just society that God asks of us.  And then we will have a land, and a world, filled with the greatest blessings of all the kind of blessing that come from justice.

 

Shabbat Shalom. 

