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Parshat Mishpatim

Petitioning the King
Simon Wolf

What does one do when they have a grievance in
a monarchy? In “modern” Saudi Arabia, all
citizens of full age have a right to attend, meet,
and petition the king directly through the traditional
tribal meetings." Attimes, the king sets up his tent
in a public square in order to greet and hear
directly from the people about any complaints and
suggestions that they may have. It is a way to
curry favor with the subjects, be more attentive or
attuned to their needs and ensure justice prevails
in the kingdom. This ability to directly appeal to
the king about injustices is a longstanding tradition
in monarchies and has a remnant in modern day
democracies with the presidential or prime-
ministerial pardon. In the early days of the State
of Israel (first thirty years or so) and in the United
States, one was able to walk-in, meet and speak
personally to the prime-minister or president.?
Aside from last week’s Parsha (see Parshat Yitro
— Delegating Authority), this unique feature of
kingships, appealing to the king directly, appears
a number of times in Tanach.

After Avshalom murders his half-brother Amnon,
the crown-prince, to avenge the raping of his sister
Tamar by Amnon, he escapes to the kingdom of
his grandfather Talmai, the king of G'Shur.®> When
Yo’av, the general of the army, realizes that Dovid
HaMelech is pining to reconcile with his son
Avshalom, he devises an intricate plot to convince
Dovid to return him home.* Yoav summons a
wise-woman from Teko’a and tells her to disguise
herself as a woman who has been mourning for a
long duration over a loss. He then tells her to
solicit the king’s help in resolving an emotional
situation with a difficult moral dilemma. Her two
sons were quarreling in the field and one killed the
other. The family (oTn "7x12) wants to avenge the
murdered brother’s death by killing his brother, the
murderer. She is a widow mourning the loss of
her first son and she petitions the king to protect
her only remaining son from death which would
leave her and her husband bereft of children and
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See the story of Andrew Jackson and the Cheese Party and the fact 2
that legal open access for citizens to the White House and/or its
grounds existed until World War Il
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without a name or a remnant. Dovid promises to
intercede on her behalf and ensure the safety of
her son. At the woman’s prodding, Dovid later
realizes that the fabricated story is about himself
and he instructs Yoav to bring Avshalom back to
Yerushalayim. The amazing part of the story is
how a vulnerable widow that has no protector and
is on the periphery of society is able to so easily
gain access to the king of Yisrael and she says as
much. “And the reason | have come to say these
things to the king, my lord, is that the people have
frightened me. Your maidservant thought | would
speak to your majesty; perhaps your majesty
would act on his handmaid’s plea. For your
majesty would surely agree to deliver his
handmaid from the hands of anyone seeking to cut
off both me and my son from the heritage of
God...”™ The people clearly see the king as the
ultimate arbiter of justice and the protector of their
rights and that is how he is described by the Nauvi,
“And Dovid reigned over all Yisrael, and Dovid
executed judgment and justice (ngT¥1 LYYN) to all
his people.”®

Shortly afterwards, the Navi describes Avshalom
laying the groundwork for his planned insurrection
to usurp the kingship from his father Dovid.
Avshalom would awaken early and sit by the gate
to intercept all those making the pilgrimage to
seek an audience with his father Dovid the king.
He would inquire as to where they hailed from and
what issue they hoped to present before the king.
After hearing their claim, he would sympathize
with their position, but warned that unfortunately
they would not be able to get the ear of the king
since there was no one assigned to listen to their
plea. He would then wonder out loud, within
earshot of the claimant, that if only it were | that
was the arbitrator or the king then | would ensure
that justice was properly served to each individual.
In response to his care and concern, when the
person went to bow before him, he would stop
them from bending down and kiss them as if to say
that, if he became king, he would be a peer with
them, a “king of the people.” Avshalom did this to
everyone who came to the king for judgment and
“he won over (literally: stole) the hearts of all the
people of Yisrael.”” Here again, it is clear from the
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flow of judicial seekers and Avshalom’s
conversations with them that the people’s
expectation was that they would have unfettered
access to the king who would provide them with
just and rightful outcomes.

Shlomo HaMelech is also complemented by the
queen Sh’va in a similar fashion to that which was
said by the Navi about his father Dovid. She notes
how lucky and beloved Yisrael must be to God that
He provided them a king of Shlomo’s caliber who
“executes judgment and justice (npTy1 LWN).™® It
is this feature of his character that wins the
people’s reverence for Shlomo. In the aftermath
of the famous case of the two prostitutes where
Shlomo renders the correct and just verdict and
outcome,® the Navi says, “When all of Yisrael
heard the decision that the king had delivered,
they stood in awe of the king; for they saw that he
possessed divine wisdom to execute justice (3
L9YN Niyy? iA7a DEr NRN)."'° The amazing
part of the story, maybe even for those who heard
about it at the time, was not only Shlomo’s
immense wisdom in discovering the true mother of
the baby, but the fact that he was hearing the case
at all. The judgment involved two prostitutes,
undesirables at the lowest echelons of society,!
yet they had an audience with the king to
adjudicate their situation. To the people of the
time and to the reader, that case epitomizes a
monarch who cares about the plight of each
individual, especially those without advocates or
protection, and embodies the principles of justice
that he personally models and expects to
characterize his kingdom.

Another example of this phenomenon is found
with regards to an anonymous king in the Northern
Kingdom of Yisrael. The prophet Elisha would
pass through the city of Shunem on his tour circuit
of the Northern Kingdom (Haftorah of Parshat
Vayera).'> A woman of stature, who was a
resident of Shunem, pressures Elisha to eat by her
whenever he would pass through the city. She
then convinces her husband to add an upper level
to their house so that they can provide Elisha with
a room in which to lodge in addition to hosting him
for meals. Elisha solicits from the woman what he
might provide her in order to express his
tremendous gratitude and repay her for her
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kindness in hosting him. The woman from
Shunem dismisses the overture declaring that she
is well connected and enjoys a solid
socioeconomic and societal standing. Elisha then
looks to his assistant Gei’chazi for a possible
suggestion as to what gift he could provide this
woman. Elisha’s assistant notes that the woman’s
husband is of an advanced age and she has yet
to bear a child. Elisha calls the Shunamit woman
and informs her, prophesies, that in the following
year (see Parshat Vayera — Promises Fulfilled?)
she will be a mother to a child. Unfortunately, the
boy passes away at a young age and the
Shunamit woman travels to inform Elisha of his
death. Upon hearing the devastating news and
seeing the mother’s utter despair, Elisha travels to
Shunem and miraculously resurrects the boy.

Later on, Elisha returns to the Shunamit woman
and her son (it seems that her husband who was
older had already passed away) and advises them
to abandon their property and take up residence
somewhere else because where they lived was
about to suffer a seven year long famine.”™ The
woman heeds Elisha’s advice and leaves town to
spare herself and her son from the famine, but
upon her return to her homestead and ancestral
property after seven years, she finds it occupied
by others who refuse to return it to her. It seems
in the interim that Elisha has either passed away
or is out of town and therefore she then heads out
to beseech the king to intercede on her behalf to
reclaim her rightful ownership of her house and
field. When she arrives at the palace, the king had
just asked Gei’chazi, Elisha’s protégé, to regale
him with miraculous stories about his master
Elisha. He was in the midst of retelling how Elisha
resurrected the son of the Shunamit woman when
the Shunamit herself, along with her son,
suddenly appears to petition the king regarding
her disenfranchisement from her home and field.
She corroborates the story Gei'’chazi was
recounting about Elisha to the king and the king
then hears her grievance. In response to her
complaint, the king assigns a minister to
accompany the woman and ensure that not only
is her field and home returned, but also all the
harvests from the seven years she was absent.
This is a similar genre of story, whereby some
weaker member of society seeks justice and
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protection through appealing to the king, and once
again confirms this practice among monarchs.
Nevertheless, in this instance the Navi does not
opine that the king regularly engaged in judgment
and justice and that is likely influenced by the story
immediately preceding the story of Elisha and the
Shunamit woman (also in the Haftorah of Parshat
Vayera).

The Navi tells of a widow of one of the disciples of
the prophets that cries to Elisha to save her from
her terrible predicament.’ She informs Elisha
that her husband has passed away and reminds
him that her late spouse was a God fearing
individual. Her husband’s passing left her unable
to repay their debts and the lender was
threatening to seize her two children as slaves as
fair compensation in lieu of repayment of the loan.
Elisha instructs her to gather as many empty
vessels as possible and then close herself and her
children in their house and they should begin to
pour from the miniscule cruse of oil they have to
fill all the empty utensils they collected.
Miraculously, the oil keeps on pouring from the
small vial until they no longer have any empty
vessels remaining. They are then able to sell the
oil in order to repay their debts and to live off the
oil in excess of the loans thereby sparing the
woman from the tragedy of her children being
taken away as slaves.

This is a classic case where we would have
expected the widow to solicit the king’s help in
resolving her issue rather than engaging the
Navi’s help. It could be because her husband was
a disciple of the prophets that she felt more
comfortable approaching Elisha or because she
believed that Elisha would take responsibility for
the situation given her late husband’s relationship
with Elisha. Though it seems more likely that the
reason she did not approach the king with her
grievance is because the king was unlikely to aid
her in this situation. That is because the case
presented here conforms to the circumstances
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and behavior that the Torah warns the lender from
engaging in towards a desperate and subsistence
debtor. It would seem that this usurious and
exploitive lending practice was commonly
accepted’® and that this widow had no one to
protect her or alternate avenue of recourse. More
pointedly, Chazal identify the creditor here as the
king himself.'®

In this week’s Parsha it says: “You shall not wrong
a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers
in the land of Egypt."”” You shall not mistreat or
oppress any widow or orphan. If you mistreat
them, I will heed their outcry as soon as they
cry out to Me, and My anger shall blaze forth and
I will put you to the sword, and your own wives
shall become widows and your children orphans.
If you lend money to My people, to the poor among
you, do not act toward them as an oppressive
creditor; exact no interest from them. If you take
your neighbor’'s garment as collateral, you must
return it to him before the sun sets; it is his only
clothing, the sole covering for his skin. In what else
shall he sleep? Therefore, if he cries out to Me,
I will pay heed, for | am compassionate.” There
are two similar verses found in Sefer Devarim.
One with regards to withholding lending as the
Shemitta year approaches. “Beware lest you
harbor in your heart the base thought saying, ‘The
seventh year, the year of remission, is
approaching,” so that you are miserly to your
impoverished brother and therefore you give him
nothing. He will cry out to God against you, and
you will be accountable for the sin.”'® Later on
in Sefer Devarim, it discusses one’s obligations
towards subsistence laborers. “You shall not
abuse a needy and destitute laborer, whether a
fellow countryman or a stranger in one of the
communities of your land. You must pay him his
wages on the same day, before the sun sets, for
he is needy and urgently depends on it; otherwise
he will cry to God against you and you will be
accountable for the sin.”® The common
denominator between all these cases is that one
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is dealing with individuals who are marginalized in
society and have no one to stand up for their rights
or to protect them. It makes them easy targets to
be taken advantage of without any recourse to the
exploiter.

In dealing with this issue, the Torah is
revolutionary. It first and foremost sees the
protection of the weak and disadvantaged as
being a societal obligation upon each individual. If
that fails, then God says he will intervene on
behalf of these individuals because he is the
ultimate protector of the oppressed. The Ramban
explains that “...if he will only just cry at all unto
Me | will at once hear his cry’; he does not need
anything else at all, for | will save him and avenge
his cause from you.?® Since the reason you
oppress him is because you think he has no one
to help him against you, but behold he has more
help than anyone else. For other people will try to
find saviors to save them, and assist them to
avenge their cause, and perhaps they will not
deliver or save them. On the other hand, these
individuals will have the intercession of and be
unfailingly saved by God merely through their
crying out, and He will certainly take vengeance
on you, for God is a jealous and avenging G-d...”
Therefore if society fails these individuals, the king
who is God’s representative and expression on
earth is the next stop for salvation.

This is made clear by the Navi Yirmiyahu when
God sends a message to the king and his people
that, “Thus says God: Do what is just and right
(nj7Ty1 LOYN 1wWy); rescue from the defrauder him
who is robbed; do not wrong the stranger, the
fatherless, and the widow; commit no lawless act,
and do not shed the blood of the innocent in this
place. For if you fulfill this command, then through
the gates of this palace shall enter kings of Dovid’s
line who sit upon his throne, riding horse-drawn
chariots, with their courtiers and their subjects.
But if you do not heed these commands, | swear
by Myself, declares God, that this palace shall
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become a ruin.”?’ The subsequent chapter
contains a similar message that the salvation of
the people is dependent on the rise of a righteous
king who champions justice and that which is right.
“Behold, days are coming, declares God, when |
will fulfill the promise that | made concerning the
House of Israel and the House of Judah. In those
days, and at that time, | will cause a branch of
righteousness to grow up to Dovid; and he shall
execute justice and righteousness in the land...”??
The king’s right to the throne is premised on his
carrying out justice and protecting the weak and
disadvantaged of society. If the king fails to act as
God’s emissary, then God will depose the king
and intervene on behalf of the oppressed.?®* That
is likely why the widow turns to Elisha as God’s
representative when she is failed by society and
the king because the corruption and mistreatment
has become so endemic or accepted within
society that she has no other avenue for recourse.
This story likely casts a shadow on the
subsequent story of the Shunamit where the king
does intercede on her behalf and that is why one
does not hear the same accolades for that king
that the Navi gives to characterize the behavior of
Dovid and Shlomo.

Despite God’s loftiness, He does not just hobnob
with the powerful, high-class and wealthy.?* God
is the “father and protector” of the widow, the
orphan and the destitute and He puts His name
together with them. This week’s Parsha, through
its revolutionary perspective, teaches us that our
obligation to emulate God means that we must
seek to protect and elevate those that are less
fortunate. We should keep company with the
same individuals that God does and look to be
championing the side of the oppressed and not the
facilitators of the oppressors. Most importantly,
we should not become comfortable and
complacent in our social circles, but rather seek
opportunities to improve the lives of others.

Shabbat Shalom and Chodesh Tov
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