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Human beings are susceptible to different kinds of pain. We all know
about physical pain and we all recoil from it, but there is a pain that
is deeper and more searing than any physical pain and that is spiritual
pain, a pain which strikes at the very heart of our being. The pain of
being rejected by friends and family is more searing than the physical
pain of cutting your finger or of burning part of your body. The pain

of being falsely accused is a pain which can break a strong man, and the
pain which comes from confronting your own inadequacies and sins is the
worst pain of all. People will do almost anything to cover up this type
of pain. People will pay large sums to have someone tell the:ighose things
which they have done and which they know are evil are really good. False
prophets abound in every‘generatinn who are willing to tell us that we
should not feel guilty for the things that we really should feel guilty

for.

The only way to overcome this searing spiritual pain is to confront it

and determine never to do again those things which caused it, which caused
us to lose our self-respect, which caused us to contract such a pain.

Most people, though, would instead of confronting their pain, try to hide
it, some by drink and by drugs, others by violence and still others by
trying to lie to themselves. The worst lies are the lies that we tell
ourselves because eventually we come to believe them, and once we begin
to believe our own lies we are lost, first of all, because since we have
never confronted the truth we will not be able to correct our deficiencies,
and, secondly, because since we refuse to recognize the truth we will
never be able to rid ourselves of the searing pain within us. It will
pierce through all our rationalizations and our excuses and suddenly,

unexpectedly, it will slap us in the face. We will suddenly become ashamed
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of ourselves all over again. We will become disgusted with ourselves

once again.

In the Torah portion Shoftim we are told, "Judges and. officers you shall
give for yourselves in all your gates which the Lord your G-d gives to

you for your tribes and they shall judge the people with righteous judgment."
It is curious that the Torah uses the singular here, "judges and officers
you shall give for you L'cha". We would expect that the plural for you

in Hebrew, Lachem, would be used since this is talking about judges that

we must appoint for the total community. The rabbis ask, why is this?

They say because not only is the Torah enjoining us here that we are to
appoint justices and officers over the community, but we are to appoint
judges and officers over ouselves. We all need to always critically examine
everything that we do, that one of the most important aspects on leading

a decent, humane life is to be self-critical, to be rigorously honest

with oneself, not to deceive oneself with words or thoughts.

In politics candidates have paid assistants who they call spin doctors.
Their job is to always try to put everything that happens in the best
possible light for their candidate and to cast their candidate's opponent
in the worst possible light. Words, concepts, and ideas are all juggled
in order to make black white and white black. If unemployment figures
are released which show a high level of unemployment, it is pointed out
that unemployment always rises just before a recovery. If inflation jumps
up, it is pointed out that this is a sign of high demand and prosperity
must be on its way. Everything can be made to look good and everything

can be made to look bad. This, of course, is why politicians many times

have a bad name in the community because we know that what they are saying
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is not what is really the case. "We know that what they are doing is putting
SSelse

up a £ase front. They are trying to make a purse out of a sow's ear.

This will just not wash. People eventually demand honesty. They eventually

demand the truth even if the truth hurts because we camnot live with lies.

They corrupt us and cause us great pain.

That's why synagogues are filled on the High Holidays. Each of us has

to confront the truth about ourselves and our lives at least once a year.
We need to do Teshuva. We need to recognize where we have failed and

how we can improve. We learn in the Torah portion Shoftim, “Justice,
justice you shall pursue in order that you shall live.” We must pursue
justice whether it is to our own profit or loss. We must recognize that
each of us has dignity, that each of us i; deserving of respect, that

when we trample on another person's dignity and self-respect we create

the most painful of all hurts. Each person is a world unto himself.

Each person has a divine soul. Each person needs to be recognized as
important. The rabbis say that shaming a person in public is akin to
murder because when you take away a person'(% self-respect you break him
and cause him to be demeaned even in his own eyes. We also must be careful
never to destroy.our own self-respect by covering our deeds with lies.

We must pursue justice on two levels. That's why it says, "Justice, justice
you shall pursue in order that you shall live." We must pursue justice
vis a vis others and we must pursue justice vis a vis ourselves. We cannot
lie to ourselves. We canunot inflate our accomplishments and we also. cannot
shortchange them. Many people, because they suffer from such terrible
inner pain, actually loathe and hate themselves. They become terribly

depressed many times because they refuse.to confront their own inadequacies

and try to overcome them.
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On Rosh Hashonna we blow the shofar. The shofar is a cry from the heart.

It is an uvavarnished note. It signifies the truth. We have to get through
all the layers of rationalizations and excuses in order to get to the
truth. The unvarnished truth must spring forth. Then we can deal with

it. That's why Rosh Hashonna the keynote is truth: '"And you shall purify
our hearts to serve You in truth because You are a G-d of truth and Your
word is true and endures forever." The hallmark of G-d, according to
Judaism, is truth. G-d and falsehood cannot stand together. Unfortunately,
throughout the ages fanatics have arisen throughout the world who have
proclaimed that their ideas are so pure that they can use even -thzouwgh
falsehood and lies to achieve them. That, of course, is what the communists
said. The truth must be sacrificed for the furtherance of the communist
idea. Judaism has never believed that and those Jewish groups who are
willing to sacrifice the truth in order to gain some nnmentaﬁ advantage

or in order to avoid difficult problems of faith are not following the

Jewish tradition. They are falsifying our faith and in the end they will

do more harm than good.

That's the way the rabbis explain that when it .says in the Torah portion
Shoftim, "You shall not recognize faces, you shall not take a bribe,"

it refers to doing a mitzvah. A person cannot say that since what he

is doing is for a worthy cause Smmesy he can, therefore, lie. Before

we can be forgiven for our sins on Yom Kippur we must recognize the truth
about ourselves on Rosh Hashonna. The shofar is a painful sound. True,
it starts out strong and loud as a Tekiah, but it quickly turns into a
Teruah and a Shvorim. Teruah in Hebrew means also an alarm. It is meant

to frighten us. It should make us look into our moral mirrors and have

us ask ourselves, is this the kind of person we want to be? It also turns
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into Shvorim, which connotes brokenness. The truth is many times very
painful but we cannot shirk from it if we are to live decent lives, lives
which are not seared with the pain of moral failures. G-d gives us all
another chance and we can wipe the slate clean, but we have to first recognize
what we have done wrong. We have to confront it and determine not to

repeat it. The root for the word break, Shever, in Hebrew can also mean

hope. Hope breaks forth when we no longer have to live with the lies

we tell each other and with especially the lies that we tell ourselves.

Joseph came out of prison on Rosh Hashonna because he knew how to tell

the truth. He did not shirk before Pharaoh and try to curry favor with -
him by making up explanation for his dreams which he thought Pharaoh would
like. He told him what he thought the truth of his dreams were, just
like before when he heard the dreams of the butler and the baker he had
told each one of them the truth as he saw it and did not try to curry

favor with them. He just dealt with the truth.

In America today people do not want to hear the truth. When politicians
especially try to tell the American people the truth they.do not want

to listen and they cast these politicians aside. They are not doing themselves
any favors or the country any favors because eventually. the truth has

to be faced.

In this Torah portion Shoftim we also learn about false prophets, those
who tell the people just what they want to hear. They do not serve the
people, they do not serve themselves, and they make everything worse.

At the end of this Torah portion we learn about how if a body of a murdered

man is found between two cities and nobody knows who killed this man,
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the elders of the city nearest this murdered man must perform a special
ceremony, and they must say', "Our hands have not shed this blood nor

have our eyes seen it. Forgive, O Lord, Thy people Israel whom Thou hast
redeemed and suffer not innocent blood to remain in the midst of Thy people
Israel." Surely no one is accusing the elders of killing this man, but

the truth is that if murder becomes rampant, as it is today in the United
States, there is something wrong with the policies of the elders of the
land. Why don't people get as excited about the 25,000 people who are
murdered every year in America as they do about the people who die from
different types of diseases whose death toll.is far less? Why aren't

the people of America as:upset about the 25 of the children of America
who live in poverty as they are about raising taxes? Why aren't the people
in America as concerned about the easy divorce laws which are ruining
family life as they are about gun control? The truth must be faced even

if it is painful. It must be faced on both an individual and a national

level otherwise it will destroy us individually and nationally.

Let us all hope that each of us in the coming year will face the truth
on the individual level and the national level so that truly we will all
be worthy of a happy, healthy, prosperous, and self-fulfilling New Year.

On behalf of myself, my wife, and my family, I wish you all a Shana Tova.




