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Hashem’s ways of judgement1
בארבעה פרקים העולם נידון וכו' בראש השנה כל באי עולם עוברין לפניו כבני מרון שנאמר היוצר יחד לבם
המבין אל כל מעשיהם
On four occasions the world is judged…on Rosh Hashanah all of the world’s inhabitants pass before Him
like benei Maron, as it is written: “The One who makes together their hearts, The One who understands
all of their actions”2
Our Sages teach us that on Rosh Hashanah every individual on Earth passes before Hashem for
judgement, like benei maron. What does benei maron mean? The gemarra provides3 three explanations:
like a flock of sheep4, like the steps of the House of Maron, or like the soldiers of King David. A flock a
sheep refers to when a shepherd wants to count his sheep, he counts them one-by-one as they pass
through a narrow entrance5. The steps of the House of Maron was a narrow path that not even two
people could walk up side-by-side6. The soldiers of King David’s army would be counted one-by-one as
they went out to wage war7. These three explanations seem to all be saying the same thing: Hashem
judges every individual on Rosh Hashanah one after the other. What then is their dispute?
Rav Chaim of Volozhin explains8 that these three opinions are expressing the three types of judgement
that occur on Rosh Hashanah. One type of judgement is that Hashem examines every single deed a
person performed throughout the year9. This is alluded to by the explanation of benei maron as
referring to a flock of sheep10. In this type of judgement, everyone is judged according to their actions.
The second type of judgement is not according to the specific deed, but according to its spiritual
damage. The damage caused by a sin is dependent on the person’s spiritual stature11. The greater the
person, the greater the damage their sin inflicts, which in turn deserves a greater punishment. What this
means is that two different people who break the exact same transgression could be punished entirely
differently. The person on the higher level did a more destructive act, and will thus be punished more12.
This mode of judgement is alluded to by the steps of the House of Maron. The steps represent the
different spiritual levels people are at, and it is with this that they are judged.
The third type of judgement is very much like that of a human army. If a foot soldier fails to perform
their tasks, that is a crime, but it won’t lose the war. Every soldier is needed, but an individual who
falters won’t make or break the battle. They’ll be penalized accordingly. It’s worse if their commanding
officer messes up, which could cause their whole unit defeat. However, if the general of the army
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blunders in his duties, that would have catastrophic consequences for the war. Likewise, every person
has someone they are responsible for, be it a sibling, a spouse, a child. If it’s a community leader, it’s
their community, and if it’s one of the gedolei hador, the leaders of the generation, they’re responsible
for all of Jewry. Chazal say13 that we are held accountable for failing to reprove those we are responsible
for. Just like different positions in the army, the greater the responsibility, the greater the consequences
for failure. Hashem’s third way of judgement is according to how many people the person is responsible
for.
While this is an incredibly insightful explanation, something still needs clarification. Hashem’s mode of
judgement which is similar to positions in the army could have been compared to any army. Why then
did the gemarra specify soldiers from the army of King David14? Maybe there’s something deeper being
hinted at here. Perhaps we can take Rav Chaim’s foundation and expand upon it.
At the end of what’s known as the Tochacha, the curses destined upon the Jewish people if they
abandon the Torah15, there’s an interesting verse. It says that Hashem will remember the covenant He
made with Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, and He will remember the land16. This is seemingly a verse of
comfort, telling the Jews that there is still hope. The very next verse however says another curse, that
the land will expel them for breaking and despising the Torah. Why is there this verse of comfort before
the curses are fully finished?
The Shela HaKadosh says17 that he has a tradition that this verse is also part of the rebuke of the curses.
It’s telling us that there’s no comparison between a wicked person, the son of a wicked person, and a
wicked person the son of a righteous person. The latter saw their parents act properly, and chose to
abandon their ways and instead live wickedly. This person’s punishment is far worse than someone who
was born into an immoral family. This is what the Torah is alluding to by mentioning our forefathers. The
curses are so much greater for abandoning the Torah, since the Jewish people come from such righteous
individuals, and they lived in such a spiritual land.
There’s an interesting gemarra which discusses people of proper lineage. It says that a person who
descends from someone who was in the Jewish King’s army doesn’t need to be investigated18. They’re
assured have an impeccable pedigree. The gemarra clarifies19 that this refers to the soldiers from King
David’s army. This is because they ensured that all their soldiers had perfect ancestry, confirming that
they were all righteous. This was so the merit of their ancestors would help them in battle.
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We can then say that this is the intent of the gemarra which specified the soldiers of King David20. Not
only is it referring to Hashem judging a person based on their level of responsibility, like positions in the
army. Additionally21, it’s referring to a person’s ancestry22. Like the Shela HaKadosh says, if a person
descends from righteous individuals, and doesn’t follow in their ways, their punishment is that much
greater. Hashem takes everything into account. As we say in Unesaneh Tokef23, this is the might of the
holiness of this day. This Day of Judgement is astonishing and powerful.
Kesiva VeChasima Tovah. Have a happy, healthy, sweet, New Year.
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