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In this weeks Torah portion, the Torah commands us to appoint a king
over the Jewish nation. Living as we do in a society that values the
freedoms of our democratic tradition, we tend to take a dim view of
the concept of monarchy.

The idea of a ruler invested with unlimited power is anathema to those
of us raised in a social order in which egalitarianism is one of the
supreme values. Indeed, the very mention of absolute monarchy
conjures up dark images of citizens living at the mercy of selfish,
totalitarian rulers. The Torah introduces us to a vastly different type of
monarch, one who is forbidden to engage in self-aggrandizement or
excessive acquisitiveness. The Jewish king "shall not multiply his
possession of horses, nor shall he take too many wives, lest his heart
turn astray. Nor shall he hoard silver or gold, the Torah commands.

The Jewish king is to be a model of humility and moderation, elevating
his people to higher levels of Divine service by his own lofty example,
and by the enforcement power invested in him by the Torah.

The sages saw in the Torahs laws governing Jewish kingship the only
workable blueprint for a utopian society. These laws serve as a primary
example of the Torahs infinite understanding of human psychology.

Throughout mankinds history, various isms regarding the formation of
an ideal society have held sway. None have succeeding in striking a
perfect balance between government authority and personal
freedom.

Although we may not appreciate the wisdom behind the Almighty's
laws, we are ultimately best served by surrendering ourselves to His
infinite wisdom.

King Shlomo, the wisest of all men, overstepped the limitations the
Torah placed upon a monarch. He rationalized his actions by noting
that the Torah emphasizes that these restrictions are precautionary
measures, intended to protect the king from losing sight of his mission.
Having plumbed the depths of the Torah's wisdom and realized the
fruitlessness of materialism and worldly pursuits, King Shlomo was
confident that he had no need for the safeguards imposed by the
Torah. He was certain that the foreign wives he had converted to
Judaism would not lead him astray. He was confident that the Torah's
prohibitions did not apply to him. But no mortal is immune to error, and
as we read in Melachim, "His wives persuaded him to follow alien
gods."

The sages tell us that the verse is not to be taken literally. Shlomo himself
never worshipped idols, but he was lax in demanding that his foreign
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born wives totally abandon the practices of their childhood. Before
long, his kingdom became contaminated by their alien influences. The
message of this story is that as wise and insightful as we may fancy
ourselves to be, no human being is infallible. No one is smarter than the
Almighty. If the Torah prohibits or discourages a particular behavior or
activity, one violates that prohibition only at his own grave peril.

A monarch once sent his most trusted minister to serve as an
ambassador to a foreign nation. Before the minister left, the king
issued a strange command. He cautioned him never to roll up his
shirtsleeves in the presence of the foreign king. Although the
minister was perplexed by this odd request, he pledged to
remain faithful to the king's orders.

At the end of the minister's term, the foreign king threw a farewell
party in his honor. At the party, in the presence of many foreign
dignitaries, the king suddenly announced that all of the subjects
of the ambassador's country are disfigured! They are born with a
birthmark, a black stripe down their arm, he insisted.

The humiliated ambassador vehemently denied the king's absurd
allegation. The king challenged him to lift up his shirt sleeve and
prove his claim before all the assembled. The ambassador
recalled his monarch's words and refused to comply. "Ah ha!"
exclaimed the foreign king! "This proves that I am right; you are
afraid to lift up your sleeve and expose your blemish!"

All the denials of the ambassador were to no avail. Finally the king
promised that he would pay one million gold coins to the
ambassador's ruler if he would only lift up his shirtsleeve for a
moment, and settle the issue once and for all. At this point, the
humiliated ambassador succumbed. How could he lose? Surely
he had to protect the honor of his native country. He hastily rolled
up his shirtsleeves. The king, appearing to be shocked,
acknowledged that there was no birthmark. He presented the
unblemished ambassador with a million coins to take home to his
monarch.
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Upon returning home, his king furiously accosted him. "Why did
you lift up your shirtsleeve?" he shouted. "Didn't I order you never
to do that?" "But I earned a million gold coins for your majesty!"
protested the minister.

"You fool," shouted the king, "I had bet that king ten million gold
coins that you would be an obedient minister and would never lift
your shirt sleeve!"

We may be tempted to question the Divine wisdom when it does not
seem to conform to our own enlightened and progressive minds. Yet,
the Torah's truths are eternal and serve as our guiding light under every
circumstance. Let us learn from King Shlomo's tragic mistake that
ultimately precipitated the decline of his kingdom. We each have a
kingdom at our fingertips and it is our responsibility to maintain it with
devotion and care, surrendering ourselves to the will of the King of
Kings. Only then can we ensure a blissful connection to Him in this
world and in the World to Come.

One of the inherent difficulties with any written document is that as
careful as the author may be with his or her wording, the document is
still subject to the misinterpretation of the reader. To prevent people
from misusing the Torah as a justification for behavior G-d does not
condone, He created a safeguard to define what an appropriate
interpretation of the Torah is. "According to the teaching that they will
teach you and according to the judgment that they will say to you, shall
you do; you shall not deviate from the word that they will tell you, right
or left." (Devarim/Deuteronomy17:11) The Torah mandates one turn to
the masters of the day, those who are completely suffused with Torah
knowledge and possess a command of its Divine oral elucidation, for
interpretation of what the Torah expects of him.

Rashi (1), noting that it would have sufficed for the Torah to instruct not
to deviate from its commands - the words "right or left" appear
extraneous - explains that the Sages of the day are to be believed even
if they tell the petitioner that something he sees on the right is actually on
the left, or something that he sees on the left is actually on the right.
Though the petitioner perceives them to be wrong, he must,
nevertheless, not deviate from their words. Sifsei Chachomim (2)
develops this concept. Even though it seems to him they are making a
clear mistake, he should realize that by virtue of their sincere and
unswerving devotion to G-d's words, He protects them from error,
appearances notwithstanding.

Ramban (3) expands this thought. Even a scholar of equal or greater
stature who knows he is correct must concede. He cites the Mishna
(Tractate Rosh Hashana 2:9) that discusses the disagreement of Rabbi
Yehoshua and Rabbi Gamliel of when to declare the New Month. Their
dispute impacted the calculations that determined the day that would
be Yom Kippur. Rabbi Gamliel, who was in the position of leadership,
demanded Rabbi Yehoshua comply with his teaching, going so far as to
demand he perform actions that are prohibited on Yom Kippur on the
day Rabbi Yehoshua had himself deemed to be Yom Kippur. Even
though Rabbi Gamliel himself declared that Rabbi Yehoshua was the
wiser of the two, Rabbi Yehoshua complied with Rabbi Gamliel's ruling.

We are culturally attuned to "shopping around". On everything from
computers to automobiles to medical solutions, we research, we
compare, we contemplate, and then WE decide. Most certainly we
solicit the opinions of the experts, but ultimately, the decision is ours.
But the Jew who strives to fortify his loving relationship with his Creator
utilizes his freedom of choice to choose a Rabbinic mentor, one who
himself, with a breadth, depth and profundity of Torah knowledge, has
chosen to dedicate his life to understanding and living Torah.
Appreciating that the mentor's dedication to the Divine, rich
knowledge, and wealth of experience provide a vision for decision-
making that he himself does not possess, the G-d conscious Jew
further chooses to unswervingly follow the advice given. He does so
not simply because he understands that the Rabbi's solution is his key to
fulfilling the Divine will. More so, he comprehends that the very act of
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setting aside his independent decision for that of the Rabbi is itself a
magnificent accomplishment in his lifelong pursuit of spiritual
greatness.

Judges and officers shall you appoint in all your cities which HASHEM
your G-d gives you for your tribes; and they shall judge the people
with righteous judgment. You shall not pervert judgment, you shall not
respect (show favoritism to) someone’s presence, and you shall not
accept a bribe, for the bribe will blind the eye of the wise and make
just words crooked. Righteousness- righteousness shall you pursue, so
that will live and possess the Land that HASHEM, your G-d, gives you.
(Devarim 16:18-20)

The welfare and strength of the any society is resting squarely on the
justice system. If there is no justice there is no peace. If there is no
peace then law and order are in danger of disassembling into anarchy.
Then the whole of societal fabric unravels. Everything starts with
justice- discipline which leads to peace. There is, however, one other
key linking ingredient.

The Mishe in Pirke’ Avos says, “The world is maintained by three things,
by justice, by truth, and by peace.” Since it says three things and we
can all count to three we are meant to learn that all three are needed
for a stable society. The more all three ingredients prevail the more
stable the community-family- individual. The less these factors are
really at play, the less stable is and the more volatile and at risk is that
entity. Some may have all three. Most have one or two at best and a
few live with almost none but you can bet not for long.

The question is- how does this odd trio dance comfortably together?
Sometimes truth contradicts peace and peace may compromise
justice. Who wins the day- justice or truth or peace?

Many years ago I was learning in Manhattan with a fine fellow, a real
estate manager, with a heart of gold. One week he breaks down and
unburdens himself telling me of a problem that’s piling up inside him
and in the drawer next to him.

He described to me in more detail than I’ll include here how he
manages a small piece of real estate for his elderly retired mother who
resides in Florida. From this apartment that he oversees she’s able pay
her own way. He shared with me how a nice couple with a baby had
been living there for the past six months and decided to make Aliya
and go to Israel. He agreed to let them break the lease and go because
he appreciates the idealism of what they are aiming to do. Where’s the
conflict?

After they moved out already he went to inspect the apartment It was
in shambles. Garbage bags with food had not been disposed of and
the place had become infested with crawling creatures. A few light
fixtures had been crudely removed and there were cosmetic repairs
required all over the place. The rent deposit was a meager $1,500.00,
and he needed more than $3,000.000 to get things back to working
order.

Now comes the problem part of the problem. He opens a drawer in
his desk and there is a stack of letters from the husband from place of
immigrant absorption in Israel demanding in letter after letter, day after
day, “for the sake of the peace process send me my rent deposit!” This
poor guy was so conflicted. He such a softy he couldn’t not hear their
plea but as a businessman he couldn’t send it either. He asked me what
I think he should do!

As it turns out we had just learned that Mishne at the of the 1rst Perek of
Pirke’ Avos…On three things the world is maintained…So I advised
him all three can be satisfied as follows. Write a nice letter back and
explain, 1) “The Emes – the truth- is the apartment was trashed! It cost
me double the rent security to rehab it back to a livable - rentable
standard. 2) The Din-the legal fact I believe is that not only do you not
get the deposit back but you owe me another $1,500.00! 3) But for
the sake of the “peace process” here’s a check for $400.00!” As easy
as 1-2 -3!
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