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YOGA DROSH: PARASHAT SHOFTIM: JUDGES
(Deuteronomy 16:18 - 21:9) 7 September 2019

Desmond Sweke

This week’s portion centres around, the appointment of judges, laws and social
justice. The portion is based on the last time that Moses addressed the people
of Israel. It is, as a result, in many respects, Moses’s “final word” in “guidance”
to the people, prior to entering the land of “milk and honey”.

Contemporary commentators like Shmuel Rabinowitz, have said, ‘People need

laws and need to be judged by these laws in order to get along.’

Exactly what laws do we need? Perhaps it is not just about laws and statutes
that are legislated, but rather about “Universal Laws” of “Peace”, “Kindness”,

“Social Justice” and taking care of our world. These are the “Laws” that
supersede geographic, ethnic and religious borders.

The fact that we are all here together today, doing yoga, which originated in a

culture far away and different to ours, but is now practiced around the world to
help find a stronger mind/body and spiritual connection, says something about

the universality of yoga and spiritual wellbeing.

This week’s portion is very clear in conveying that a society that lacks justice,
has no spiritual value. Yoga sessions are generally started with a slight bow,

palms together, fingers pointing up, with the thumbs at the “heart centre”, while
saying the greeting Namaste, which is called the Anjali Mudra or Pranamasana,

which means, “I see or bow to the Divine in you”. This recognition of each other
as spiritual or divine beings aligns with the teaching of both Yoga and Judaism,
that we are all created within the image of the Divine and have the “Spark of the
Divine” within us.

Moses makes the point that judgements must not be “twisted” by who a person
is or bribery, “You shall not twist judgment by recognizing a face or accepting
bribery, because both blind the eyes of the wise and cause the words of the
righteous to falter”.

In Yoga we all come to our mats as equals, irrespective of who we are, or our
positions in society or our physical, intellectual or emotional make up. In fact, it
is our differences that make us most equal, in that we are equally unique!

Sabrina Strings, a black, Southern African openly gay Yogi, pertintly points out,

“It may be difficult to view yoga as a spiritual practice when the culture has
become largely commodified, often narrowly focused on mastering physical

postures. And yet, many of its foundational and philosophical texts, such as the
Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, are intended to transform the human spirit—changing
the ways in which we move through the world and how we interact with others”
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Perhaps one of the most well known and most commented on lines of the
portion, is, “Justice, justice shall you pursue…..” The question is often asked,

why the word “justice” is repeated. Answers are generally, that repetition
emphasis importance or that repetition indicates that “the pursuit of justice”

applies to many, not just to “the singular”, such as governments, people and
other entities. Another answer, as to why “justice” is repeated, which is more

apparent to those who practice yoga, is that, repetition can be a Mantra, helping
to focus the mind and body on an aspect that is central to our wellbeing. As
stated by Sabrina Strings, “In yoga the meditation, breathing, and Asanas

(physical postures) can be self-soothing, and they serve to heal mind, body,
and soul. And yet, there is another often overlooked function that yoga can play
in justice movements: It can be the philosophical and spiritual foundation for
social action”.

Many people, particularly orthodox Jews and Christians are initially wary of the

thought of highlighting the spiritual elements of the practice of yoga. Their
discomfort with describing the Yoga Sutras as spiritual is based on that they
see “spiritual” and “religious” as the same thing and that the “spirituality” of yoga
may somehow devalue or clash with their religious beliefs. Others may have
had bad experiences with religion in the past, and don’t want any religion in their
yoga. Again, as Sabrina Strings states, “…… the term “spiritual” does not
necessarily pertain to organized religion. It is defined primarily as “of, relating
to, consisting of, or affecting the spirit.”

For whatever reason you are all here today, whether it is to feel more
“connected”, more, “spiritual” or simply for the physical benefits, this need not

clash with any religious or other beliefs you have, but on the contrary, enhancing
and your Yoga can be used for Spiritual Justice.

If we practice yoga focusing not only on our physical bodies in the Asanas, but

also look to moving our souls and spirit, yoga and our religious beliefs can be a
force for driving both personal and social transformation and the pursuit of
justice in its broadest form.

Refs:

https://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Parashat-Shoftim-The-Court-and-the-
Temple-600654
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shoftim-a-summary-of-the-
parashah/
https://www.self.com/story/yoga-social-justice
https://yogainternational.com/article/view/should-we-mix-yoga-and-social-
justice


