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BRINGING THE WEEKLY HAFTARAH TO LIFE

Fourth Haftarah of Consolation

Rabbi Jan Uhrbach, Director, Block / Kolker
Center for Spiritual Arts, JTS

This fourth and middle haftarah of consolation and comfort begins with a
challenge to the people: why do you allow a mere mortal, however
seemingly powerful, to send you into a tailspin of fear and anxiety? Isaiah
points out that the people are suffering not only from externally imposed
oppression, but from their own internal response—dread, reeling like a
drunkard, despair. This hopelessness that denies or ignores unforeseen
possibility and unexpected redemption is called “forgetting God.”

To find hope in such circumstances requires a purposeful act of
imagination, envisioning and calling into being new possibilities and paths
which once seemed impossible or unimaginable, a process which might be
called “finding God.” The prophet therefore calls the people to rouse
themselves, rise up, and awaken—to re-engage their imaginations and
participate in crafting a vision of a new reality.

Food for thought:

e What inspires you to creative thinking and imaginative problem-
solving?

e Do the ways you think about God assist you in such redemptive re-
envisioning, or get in the way?

o If they get in the way, how might you move toward a healthier,
more growth-oriented theology?

Listen to the haftarah brought to life as it is declaimed in English by
renowned actor Ronald Guttman by subscribing to The Voice of the Prophet

To receive Torah from JTS by email, visit www jtsa.edu/torah

podcast at www.blubrry.com/prophet.
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A Diligent Inquiry

Malka Strasberg Edinger, Adjunct Lecturer in
Bible, JTS

The main theme in this week’s parashah, Parashat Shofetim, is justice. One
of the many legal matters discussed is false witnesses. Deuteronomy 19:16-
20 reads:

If an unrighteous witness rise up against anyone to bear
perverted witness against him; then both people, between
whom the controversy is, shall stand before Hashem, before
the priests and the judges that shall be in those days. And
the judges shall inquire diligently; and, behold, if the witness
be a false witness, and has testified falsely against the other;
then you shall do to him, as he had purposed to do to the
other; so you shall put away the evil from the midst of you.
And those that remain shall hear, and fear, and shall
henceforth commit no more any such evil in your midst.

The law of retaliation as a punishment for false witnesses is also found in the
Code of Hammurabi, a law code from 18th-century BCE Babylonia.

If a man bears false witness in a case . . . if that case is case
involving life, that man shall be put to death.

If a man bears false witness concerning grain or money, he
shall himself bear the penalty imposed in the case.

False testimony is also one of the major themes in the book of Susanna, an
Apocryphal book dating to the Second Temple period. In this story, the
pious Susanna was falsely accused by two lustful elders of the community of
having an affair, the punishment for which was death (per Lev. 20:10 and
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Deut. 22:22). The public believed the false testimony of the elders,
since they were respected members of the community who held high
positions. But before Susanna was put to death, she cried out to God,
who sent the young, but wise, Daniel to save her. Daniel publicly
examined each witness separately, and elicited differing information
from them as to the details of their concocted story. As a result,
“according to the law of Moses, [the community] did to [the two false
witnesses] in such sort as they maliciously intended to do to [Susannal,
and they put them to death” (v. 62). Susanna was almost wrongly put to
death because no one initially “inquired diligently,” as prescribed in
Deuteronomy 19:18 above. However, once Daniel examined the
witnesses closely and found them to be lying, Susanna was exonerated,
and the law of retaliation for false witnesses was implemented.

Parashat Shofetim is not the only time that the Torah prohibits bearing
false witness. It was first prohibited at Mt. Sinai; not bearing false witness
is one of the Ten Commandments, listed both in Exodus 20:16 and
Deuteronomy 5:20. (Some versions of the Bible register these verses as
Exod. 20:12 and Deut. 5:16.) The prohibition is then repeated in the
Covenant Code, in Exodus 23:1. It is also featured in the Wisdom
Literature of Proverbs 6:16-19, within a list of abominations that God
hates.

At first glance, it might appear that the Bible repeats the injunction
numerous times in order to indicate the severity of the sin. But the text
in this week’s parashah actually offers a component that is absent in the
other texts. Here the Torah does not just prohibit witnesses from lying,
but it specifically commands the judges to do their due diligence in
seeking out the truthfulness of testimony presented before them. The
importance of this careful examination of witnesses is highlighted in the
story of Susanna. It is discussed at great length in the Talmud in
tractates Makkot and Sanhedrin, and it is reinforced in Pirkei Avot,
where Shimon ben Shetah says: “Examine the witnesses thoroughly”

(1:9).
Judges render legal decisions based upon sworn testimony of witnesses.

Should a judge condemn a defendant to an unjust verdict based upon
false testimony, it would be easy for that judge to claim that they are not
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responsible for the incorrect verdict, since it was a correct decision based
on the information at hand. It would be easy for that judge to wash their
hands of responsibility, claiming that their hands spilled no blood. The
Torah therefore teaches us that judges cannot accept testimony, even
sworn testimony, as truthful without inquiring diligently as to its veracity.
People’s lives are affected by, and sometimes even dependent upon, legal
decisions, and they deserve to have the judge take the extra step in
determining the truthfulness of even sworn testimony. For this reason, the
Mishnah says that the more one examines witnesses, the more
praiseworthy it is (Sanhedrin 5:2).

Although not all of us are court judges, we all find ourselves in positions
where we can, and frequently do, judge others. The lesson of Deut. 19:18,
vedareshu hashofetim hetev, “inquiring diligently,” need not only apply in
court. In every social situation it is incumbent on all of us to seek out the
truthfulness of information with which we are presented before acting or
forming our own opinions based on those reports. Especially in the age of
social media, where it is easy to write publicly first and reflect thoughtfully
later, we must be careful not to react to information hastily without first
inquiring diligently. Even though we could blame others for misleading us,
it is still our responsibility to verify facts if we are to accept them and act
upon them.
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