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Parshas Shoftim: Getting the right advice
We are going to study a verse in the book of Devarim chapter 18 verse 10. The verse reads: There shall not be found among you one who practices divinations, a me'onein, or one who reads omens, or a sorcerer.

All the above mentioned sorcerers and those who practice divinations, belong to a particular phenomenon. As a result of man's confusion, when man seeks counsel because he's in the dark and doesn't know how to make decisions, he turns to these kinds of people for guidance. These individuals may tell him, for example, that if he's on his path and a dear interrupts his crossing, or if his slice of bread falls from his mouth, this must be an evil sign, and he should not continue in the way he is going nor pursue a certain business transaction. He may be told that this period of time is not auspicious, it's not a good time to begin an enterprise. But in truth these individuals are fools, because it is impossible to derive counsel in this way. Let us explain why.

The created world is imperfect. The ultimate purpose of man is reflected in the dimension of existence before creation. That dimension signifies Oneness, unity, and total good. In that realm, it's impossible to imagine a split in the council and advice that a person needs, because everything is One, everything is good. After creation, however, evil reigns in the world, and man is confounded by confusion desperately in need of guidance to decide which path he should choose. The world of counsel and advice as common man knows it, is the world of post-creation. In that world, knowledge and clear decision eludes man. Man is beset by doubts and does not know how to make decisions. Ask a man what his goal is, and he would tell you that, for example, he's interested in buying merchandise and hopefully selling it on the market at a profit. So his purpose is success in business, in making a profit. He is in doubt as to whether or not this enterprise is a worthwhile investment, will he be able to achieve his goal and make a great profit or not? It is common human experience to face these situations of indecision, and man is desperately in need of reliable counsel and direction. 

There is, however, an entirely different way of looking at the world and making decisions, as we will explain.

One who sets his goal not as the immediate benefit and profit, but rather from the perspective of the Ultimate purpose of life on this world, his situation facing a decision is much different. His purpose is to achieve infinity, and he will successfully receive – from a Higher Source - the perfect advice. In fact, he doesn't need counsel and advice from sorcerers or the like, because for him the ultimate goal is Oneness, total and complete good, and in that context there is no room for doubts whatsoever. Therefore, Man, for his own benefit, should look at the world from the perspective of ultimate good, and with the one single goal, of reaching the final purpose, that is, the joy of the pure spiritual pleasure of the world to come, the Infinite world. If his axiological aspirations, if his set of  priorities, places closeness to Hashem as top on the list, then he is guaranteed to make the correct decision. Even if his decisions  are relevant to his service of God, and he has a number of alternative possibilities, as King David pleaded “God, show me the proper path” הורינו השם דרכך, nevertheless, he can still feel secure and confident about making the right decision. Since his intention is for the sake of Heaven, and he is motivated to attain his goal, namely, the Ultimate Purpose, whatever path he chooses and whatever direction he takes, he will certainly lead him down the right path to achieve his goal, namely, to reach the ultimate Good. As long as he is careful not to deviate from the words of our holy Torah, he will surely fulfill in his life the words of the verse, “Know God in all your ways” בכל דרכיך דעהו. God will make sure that he finds the right path. In truth, it is impossible for man to achieve the ideal counsel unless the goal, i.e. the ultimate good, is absolutely clear. If the entirety of man's behavior is directed to and focused on achieving a closeness to Almighty God - who is all One and all Good - then the ideal counsel - the genuine and true recommendations - will emanate from the Almighty Himself. The only way of guaranteeing that an individual will receive the proper and perfect counsel is by connecting with the world to come, the world of infinity. This finite world is a world full of doubts and myriads of different possibilities, there being no way of guaranteeing that man's actions will bring him to the ultimate good. It is therefore only when he sets his goal and his aspiration for the sake of Heaven, only then can we be certain that he will surely merit receiving the ideal counsel, the correct recommendations so that he make the right decisions in all his actions in this world. When a person is connected to this world and disconnected from the world to come, when he fails to direct all his actions toward achieving the ultimate purpose, he will not merit correct counsel. He has separated this world from the world of ultimate good, the latter world that reflects the dimension of pre-creation. As indicated above, the world of post-creation is a world of confusion influenced by the powers of the evil, and in the context of this world he can never be sure that the guidance that he receives is truly good and for his ultimate benefit. Even if such a person motivated by this worldly influences will successfully achieve benefits, that success is only momentary and passing. Even if he will be successful all the days of his life, nevertheless, what good will that do him, what benefit will he have from all his work and toil when he gets up to the world to come.? His material possessions of gold and silver will not accompany him him in the world to come, but rather his Torah and his good deeds alone will come with him to the world to come. 

In sum, he who is not motivated for the sake of God, no advice will be helpful for him. By contrast, he who is motivated for the ultimate good and that is his sole goal, then all the good things he needs are within reach. In all his dealings in the material world, he believes only in Divine providence and in the dictum that “everything that happens to a person is brought upon him fo his good”. Such a person, whose intentions are for the sake of Heaven is described by the statement of Chaza”l: “whether one who does much or one who does less both are equal as long as he has the intention for the sake of heaven”. By connecting himself to the ultimate purpose, he has effectually connected himself to the Root of all ideal guidance, and the direction that he will receiving will emanate directly from that Ultimate Source. Our great teacher Moshe connected himself to Almighty God and to the ultimate purpose of life. As such, he merited drawing the proper counsel in the holy guidance from the source of all good, from Almighty God. 

The idol worshipers who looked to the stars and the constellations for guidance, did not merit receiving the Torah, and about them the verse testifies: “they aspire for counsel and good advice but God foils their plans” עוצו עצה ותופר. These sorcerers have no genuine good advice since they are totally connected to this world without any intention towards the Ultimate purpose. They become so embroiled in their idiosyncratic divinations and varieties of magic and sorcery, that they look towards those contaminated sources for advice and counsel. They seek to receive counsel from this material, finite world, because they are totally connected to this world without any connection to the Ultimate purpose. The look to the physical world for an indication of how man should decide and how man should behave. Stupidities like a deer that crosses their path on the road, or a piece of bread that fell from their mouth, or a period of time that they decide is either good or bad based on omens and the like, these are typical examples of their agenda. They are totally focused on place and time, the finite dimensions of physical existence. In truth, they are motivated by the desire for pleasure. They have no connection to the dimension of pre-creation, since they are totally connected to the world of post-creation. Hence all their recommendations come from this finite and limited world. The Torah enjoins us to separate from these various advice givers whose powers emanate from the evil forces of original sin. According to tradition, the serpent enticed Adam to eat from the tree of knowledge by claiming that Almighty God himself ate from this tree and then was then able to create the world. The serpent was there by thereby turning everything upside down because in truth the created world is a result of God not the reverse. Man must extricate himself from the negative influence that brought Adam to sin and eat from the tree of knowledge; man's primary responsibility is to achieve faith which is the foundation of the entire Torah. When man believes that everything was created by God, he connects himself to the pre-creation dimension of Existence of God and only God. Man has thus rejected the influence of the serpent who would have physicality first and God second. Those sorcerers and others involved in divinations who seek counsel from the material world that is limited, pose the physical, created world first and the world of infinity second. A Jew must distance himself from the influence of those who are totally dedicated to this physical material world. We are enjoined to connect ourselves to the pre-creation world of infinity.

The section of Parshas Shoftim we are studying concludes with verse 13 which reads: “you shall be wholehearted with the Lord your God”. תמים תהיה עם השם אלוקך. When we connect everything in our lives with the Almighty, we are wholehearted with Him and we ourselves become perfect and ideal. This is what the Torah commands us. Our obligation is to aspire to become whole with God, by connecting ourselves and all of physicality, all of the created world, with Him. This is the real aspiration and the genuine desire of  every Jew to reach a profound connection with God so that the guidance and direction that he will receive in his life will emanate from the world of pre-creation. The only way that man can hope to receive true Good and reliable guidance is if he connects himself totally and all the world around him to Almighty God. Then he will fulfill the dictum of this verse “you shall be wholehearted with God”.

