Shoftim

Long before the US Constitution, the Torah had already set up its own system of checks and balances.  Sefer Devarim, Chapter 17, pasuk 9, describes what you should do, if you need a legal ruling on a matter.  The Torah states, U-vata el ha-kohanim ha-leveim, ve-hashofet.  You should come either to the Kohen, the Levite, or the Judge.  Those people were the judges of the Jewish people.  Indeed, throughout Tanakh we see that the role of the Priestly class was to educate the people and to decide matters of law.  


In other societies, the role of legislating was left to the king.  Not so in the Torah.  According to the Torah, the judges and the teachers are the educated class, not the ruling class.


What was the role of the King?  The king was primarily in charge of physically protecting the Jewish people.  The very next paragraph in the Torah discusses the role of the king.  The Torah warns the king:  Don't have too many wives, don't take too many horses, and don’t acquire too much money.  But the key phrase that really stresses the subservient role of the king to the priestly class appears in chapter 17, pasuk 18:  The Torah says, when the king sits on his throne he must always carry with him a Torah, and here are the key words, mi-lifnei ha-Kohanim ha-leveim, before the priestly class.  The Torah is stressing that in matters of law the king must be subservient to the Torah as it is interpreted and taught by the Kohanim.  At a time in history when the surrounding nations worshipped their king as a God, the Torah very cleary teaches that the King must answer to the teachings of God.

So we see how the king's power is checked--he must listen to the priestly interpretations of the Torah--but how is the power of the kohanim checked.  The very next paragraph of the Torah tells us how.  In chapter 18: pasuk 1, the Torah states, "lo yihiyeh la-kohanim…chelek ve-hakhalah im yisrael, the priestly class cannot have a share in the inheritance in the land of Israel."  In other words, the Torah is denying any temporal possessions to these educators.


Notice the structure of the Torah.  First the Torah teaches us that the Kohanim should be our educators.  Then the Torah tells us that the King too must listen to the teachings of the Kohanim.  And immediately after this the Torah draws away all financial power from these kohanim.  With this model the Torah is teaching us, those who are judging the people cannot control the finances and those who control the finances cannot be in charge of the people’s education. 

