
Parshat Shoftim is usually read on the first or sometimes second Shabbat of the month of Elul, and so is a kind 
of introduction to the month. The parsha starts with the commandment to appoint judges. Usually we identify 
matters of judgement as belonging to Medat Hadin”, G-ds quality of strict justice. The job of the the Judges is 
to discover the truth and implement rightous judgement.
However,there is a suprising Midrash Tanchuma, which  gives us a different view. 

On the verse “and they shall judge the people with righteous judgement”, it is said, that the judges should push 
the people towards righteous judgement. 
Rabbi Yehuda said in the name of Rav Shalom, that they should teach “Zechut”, merit , before G-d. 
The midrash thus brings us two ideas about the job of a judge.
One, that they should bring the people closer to justice. 
Two, that their job is to plead for the people, before the heavens, to look for the good in every person.
The first task is educational, to teach the people what true justice is, and create a proper spiritual environment 
for its implementation. 
The second task is to “teach Zechut” before G-d. This means, the ability to see the good in every human being, 
and if one has flaws, to present them in such a manner to enable him to improve and not be depressed and 
“buried” by his guilt.
The judges must judge, but from a place of mercy, and the hope that through the “Din”, Tikun will follow.

The parsha starts with the words, “Judges and officers shalt thou make thee”. The word “thee” ( ) hints that 
G-d is not only talking about the obligation of the people to appoint judges, but also a commandment to each 
individual to live with self – awareness and to be a judge for himself.  In the words of Rabbi Nachman, he has 
to “keep score” ( ). This idea is true throughout the year, but especially in Elul.
Self judgement should include a positive view of oneself.
In the old Yeshiva world, Elul was the month awe. Even the fish were said to tremble from the fear of judgement. 
Midrash Tanchuma sees it differently. Elul is the month of the judges. But the root of “judging” is one born out 
of chessed and mercy.

In the continuation of the parsha, we find rules of picking a king. If the root of judging is Chessed and mercy, 
the root of kingship is justice and law. “Dina Demalchut – Dina”, The law of the land, is the law. The king leads 
for the good of the society and this requires strict guidelines. There is a time when one must move from the 
world of love and mercy, to the world of justice and law. The world of Chessed is a world of looking inward, of 
Tikun, correction, completing that which is not perfect. The world of judgement and law is world of expansion. 
It is a world that requires a different type of character. It is important to know when to move from the actions 
of a judge, mercy and good deeds, to the actions of a king, justice and law.

The verses that deal with the laws of appointing a king cause us difficulty in relation to the story in the book 
of Shmuel. There we are told that the people came to Shmuel to request a king, and he became very angry at 
them. Why? 
All the commentators deal with this. The “Shem Mishmuel” (R. Shmuel from Sochatshov, son of R. Avraham, 
student and son-in-law of the Rebbe from Kotsk) answers. For everything there is a right time. The people of 
Israel in that time were still in the Judge stage. They wanted a king, before the time was ripe, and the fulfilling 

of their wish led to many obstacles. An individual also has to know when it is time to move from the world of 
judges, to the world of kingship, in his Avodat Hashem.

The month of Elul, is the time of Judges. On Rosh Hashana, we move to the time of kingship. This is attested 
to in the prayers of Rosh Hashana, “We give you the crown of kingship”, “And you will rule us”, “Holy king” and 
more. Throughout the ten days of teshuva, we are working toward kingship. We are stricter with ourselves 
- less afraid of self criticism. We are not only looking to correct, but to go higher, to expand the borders of 
holiness, in our personal lives, and in the nation and the world. “And you shall rule over the entire world”. 

May it be G-ds will that we should merit to act correctly in the time of Elul and afterward, to reach the state of 
“judges”, and the state of “kingship”, each state in its time, and may we be Zocheh to fully Lachzor Betshuva 
together with all Am Israel.
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