
THE SHABBAT MESSAGE FOR SHABBAT PARASHAT SHOF'TIM 
 

From the rabbi: 

Of Elul and three powerful words 

Three words—‘tzedek tzedek tirdof.’ 

These three brief, concise, even simple words are found at the very start of this 
week’s parashah, Shoftim, and they are filled with meaning. 

To understand the phrase, we first must define each word in it. 

Tirdof is easy; it is a verb meaning to pursue. 

Tzedek is not that easy to define. It has multiple meanings, including 
righteousness, justice, truth, purity, and sincerity. 

In next week’s parashah, as in Vayikra 19, it also means honest—as in an honest 
weight and honest measure. To that definition, the Talmud adds, to be liberal with 
what is your own and give it to [the poor person] by adding overweight and over 
measure. 

From tzedek we also derive such meanings as kindness, virtue, and piety. A 
tzadik, to us, is not a saint, but a normal person whose very being is defined by 
one or more qualities associated with a definition of tzedek. 

Then there is tzedakah. It means righteousness, purity, equity, and to be liberal 
with. 

What it does not mean is charity. Charity comes from the Latin caritas, which 
means from the heart. It implies a voluntary gift. 

Tzedakah is not voluntary; it is obligatory on those who have, because it is the 
God-given right of those who have not. 

Tzedakah is a purifying act to be engaged in liberally, because it is righteous and 
equitable. All things come from God and He decides how it is to be divided. There 
is nothing voluntary about tzedakah. 

Righteousness, justice, truth, purity, sincerity, honesty, liberality. Which 
definition is the right one for tzedek tzedek tirdof? 



Let us look at the phrase again. There is something strange about it. We have 
three words here when all we need are two. Tzedek tirdof, pursue tzedek. We do 
not need the extra tzedek yet there it is. 

For good reason: to tell us all the definitions of tzedek must apply. 

Justice that is not righteous, equitable, kind, virtuous, pure, and pious at one and 
the same time is not tzedek. Righteousness that is not just, equitable, kind, 
virtuous, pure, and pious at the same time is not tzedek. 

Tzedek tzedek tirdof, justice justice shall you pursue...righteousness 
righteousness shall you pursue...equity equity shall you pursue... 

Choose the definition you prefer, they are all correct because, in tzedek, in truth, 
each individual definition of the word implies all the other definitions. 

More important, the double use of the word here defines tzedek. 

Wherever it appears in a legalistic framework tzedek always requires all of its 
definitions. 

Consider to be liberal with.  The verse from which this definition derives is, You 
must have a complete and honest weight and a complete and honest measure. 

As noted above, the word here for honest is tzedek, but there are much better 
words to use, such as tamim, tahor, emet, and ne’eman. These instantly evoke 
honesty and truthfulness, tinged with sacred trust. 

Instead, however, this text uses tzedek, because tzedek here means a weight and 
a measure that is honest, but also just, equitable, righteous, kind and, yes, even 
liberal when circumstances require liberality. 

That the Torah chose tzedek over far more precise words means the Torah 
intends all of the definitions of tzedek to apply to honest weight and honest 
measure. 

It is never tzedek to shortchange someone; but tzedek at times requires that we 
add to the weight or the measure. If a poor person with a large family asks for a 
pound of flour, we sell him a pound, but we give him a pound and a half. 

Why tell us that we need to be honest, just, kind, equitable, and virtuous? We 
know all that without word games. 

Enter the third word: tirdof. It is the kicker. It is not enough to live a life of tzedek 
tzedek. This mitzvah is not passively observed. Tzedek must be pursued. 



If injustice exists in our community, or in our world, it is not enough to say, It’s 
not our problem; we lead good and virtuous lives. We dont have to get involved 
with other people€˜s tzoris. 

We do have to get involved. 

We have to tirdof, pursue, tzedek tzedek. 

We have to be involved wherever oppression and poverty exist in the world. We 
have to be involved in our community, our neighborhood, our workplace, our 
shul. We have to be actively concerned about the environment, and matters of 
social justice. 

Why must we do these things? Because we are Israel, the people that stood 
before Sinai, chosen by God for a specific task: to be His kingdom of priests, His 
holy nation; to demonstrate by our lives how lives should be lived. 

They must be lives of tzedek tzedek, pure, ethical behavior for its own sake, not 
for reward, or out of fear of punishment. 

Tzedek tzedek tirdof is not just a phrase; it is the sum and the substance of the 
entire Torah. 

If all that was written in the Torah were just these three words, dayenu, it would 
have been enough for us. We would still have the entire Torah and we would still 
have our mission. 

This is the month of Elul, the month during which we, prepare ourselves 
spiritually, emotionally and psychologically for the days of penitence and 
reflection that begin on Rosh Hashanah. 

What better way to prepare ourselves for those days than to reflect on how we 
have fulfilled the mitzvah of tzedek tzedek tirdof, and to consider how we can 
better fulfill that mitzvah in the 12 months to come. 

 


