ELUL: ROOIT FOR REFLECTION
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THE MONTH OF REFUGE

he famous Arizal once pointed out that the name Elul

is hinted at in the section of the Torah dealing with the
cities of refuge, to which someone who killed unintention-
ally can flee and find safety. The Torsh states, v N pyponm
now oW e 1o now, which means the tragedy occurred “uw-
wittingly and 1 will appoint a place to which you can escape”
(Shemos 21:13). The openingsletters of four consecutive words
in this verse make up the name Elul and allude to this special
month.

It is patently obvious that there is more to this hint than
meets the eve! What connects spiritual introspection, which
15 the hallmark of Elul, with the episode of murder and the
havens of protection?

{In the run up to the Days of Awe, we arc expected to
spend time examining our general conduct and search for
weaknesses. The Hebrew word v, “to spy ont” {Buaidbar
13:2), has as its Aramaic equivalent ywoaes. Hence, the period
of Elul should be used for “spying out” oneself, to look for
any behavioural defects and to correct them before the Day
of Judgment on Rosh HaShonah. |

Lovariably, after uncovering faults, we will oy to justify
them, or at least we will take comtort in the thought that they
were not intentional. We have erred and transgressed through

lack of knowledge, but nothing was deliberate, Even if a carc-

no_doubt console ourselves by saving that it was not_caleu-

< less rematk may have “killed” someone’s reputation, we will

lated and Hashem will surely bear this in mind and forgive.
The episode in the Torah relating to unpremeditated mur-

der_and its serious consequences should ruffle our compo-

sure. A genuine accident is one thing, but a mistake or lack

of intent is very different, The Toraly calls someone_ who kills
unwittingly a_rosho, a wicked person (see Rashi on Bamidbar
21:13). He is referred to as a rotze’ach, a murderer, who ean be
killed for his crime, unless he escapes to the cities of refuge.
As King Shlomo writes, 2w §9 way nyt ava oy (Mishiei 19:2),

gven to do something wrong inadvertently, ;1d1c_a_t:s_,a.,dcfgg—

tive soul
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The Torah enjoins this murderer to take refuge in one of
those special cities designated for chis purpose — but to what
end? What is to be gained by this change of address? The an-
swer is that the inhabitants of those havens were the Levites,
whose task was to dissemipate _the word of Cod (Devorim
33:10) and teach people how to behave correctly. Hopefully,
therefore, an enforced stay in this type of environment would

raise the spiritual level of the runaway and educate him to
have more respect for his fellow man and human life.
Likewise, ence our introspection in Elul has brought mis-
demeanours to light, it is essential 1o move within a2 circle
which will enable us to correct those faults. People whase
friends and associates make light of everything und helittle cer-
tain mitzvos must “flee” from that fraternity and “take refuge”
in the company of those more serious-minded and whose
outlook is more upright 50 as to learn from their ways.
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But those whao study the Torah, the Midrash continues, those
who are involved with the Torah, they diffuse light throughout
the world and illuminate its every corner.

Listen to the words of the Midrash. Hear the words of the
Midrash. People who are involved with Torah illuminate evesy
corner of the world. How do people involved with Tarah dif-
fuse light throughout the world? What does that mean? And
why does the Midrash speak about pcople involved with Torah?
What does thar phrase mean — people who are involved with
Torah? The Midrash doesn’t seem to be speaking about fzad-
dikim. It doesn’t seem to be speaking about falmidei chachamin.
No, it speaks about people who are ose4 5" Torah, people who are
involved with the Torah. What does that mean? Whom does
that phrase identify? R

. You know, the greatest obstacle to our growth, to cur being

exalted Jews, to our absorbing the great truth of the Torah, is

our_lack_of confidence in gur ability to change, to move for-
ward, to better ourselves. We settle into the place where we find

ourselves. We settle in for the long run, and there we remain.
We make our peace with our situation, but it’s a dishonorable
peacc, a cowardly peace,

{ When the Midrash talks about people who are esek 5°Torab,
who are involved with the Torah, it is talking about people whe

have not made a dishonorable peace, people who are involved
in: the struggle to bring the truth of Terah into their lives, peo-

ple whose_focus is on giving expression to their #eshamak. The
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Midrash is talking about people who are not afraid to admit

IS

to themselves that they are at the beginning of 2 long road,
people who want to learn, to understand, to make the gallane
effort. The Midrash is talking about people who are prepared to
struggle once and again and a thousand tinies. The Midrash is
talking about people vho are filled with fear that they may fail
but are nonetheless driven by some mysterious force that pushes

.M29An NTRY BY9Y2PN 18PN TIDN PIRNY DIOTN 12N Ak T
992 ANHYLN NI3YAA NN DY R DINNIN NTR N2IPA 1P PT B3V
s TNY INR

= This is what the Midrash is talking about. People who are

. L —— T —
not afraid to grow, to change, to rise, people who never make
peace with their situation, people who always strive for just a

little bit better, just 2 lirtle bit highes,
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THE ENTRANCE HALL TQO THE CASTLE

An unintentional murder is not the result of an accident beyond
one’s control; rather, it is the result of carelessness and negli-

»ﬂ( gence, Only an individual who does not appreciate the value of life,

whose regard for the impartance of life is dehcient, could possibly be
negligent in a manner thar could cause another’s demise.

What precisely is the valuc of this physical temporal life? Rav
Yaakov teils us in Pirkei Avos (4:17) that onc moment of pleasure in
the World to Come is greater than the sum rocal of all the pleasures
in this world. But immediately thereafter the same Tanna comments
that one moment of repentance and good deeds in this world is
greater than all the World to Come.

‘Yempozal life is important enly if one understands its function and

purposc, The Midrash relates that there wete two wicked people who

were partners in crime during their literime (Koheles Rabbak 1:15).

s The entire puspose of this physical world then is to provide a
setting to earn eternal bliss. This is analogous to an entrance hall of

a castle. It was built for the specific purpose of preparing oneself to
be fit to enter the castle. So, too, chis world, if viewed properly, has
no_other function aside from this. Every action in this world can be
done in a way that makes one more G-d-liké or less G-d-like and
thar creates or diminishes one’s Olam Haba.

In this light the Meiri says that Olam Haba is the “fruit” of Olam
HaZeh, In fact, they are one and the same, except that here all is
potential and there ir is actualized, just as the entrance hall &s pagc
of the castle icself. This is the true perspective of Olamn HaZeh and
Qlam Haba -

I

THE SEED OF ETERNITY

f one views this world as the place where every moment can cre-
ate eternal, spiritual bliss, then this world is extremely important,

¥even more important than the Wortld to Come. In this light thiy

world is the cause and source of Qlam Haba. Furthermore, every
second of temporal life is invested with infinite and inrrinsic value,
for it is the seed of eternity.

The Gemara relates (Avodah Zarah 10b) thar the stnner Eliezer

ben Dordai was moved to repent by a shocking evenr in his life.
Immediately after chis transformarion, he passed away. Upon his
demise, 2 heavenly voice proclaimed that he was destined for the

a3
THE VALLE OF LIFE

O nc who appreciates the supreme value of every moment of tem-
poral life will not be negligent or careless and cause his own or
another’s life to be in danger. One who fails to act with the proper
regard for human life and causes an uninrentional homicide needs 1o
be reeducated and imprecsed with the value of life. The Torah there-

tllg cities of refuge. and i iv his :eeducarion iz accomplished.

First, he is uprooted from his abode and sent into exile ra remind
him thar he is only transient in this world, and this is not a place
where one should feel permanent.,

Second, the fact that HaKadosh Baruch Hu is concerned about
protecting him, a murderer, and provides him with a place of refuge
to_escape the wrath of the goel badam, the avenger’s blood, should
force him to reflect how important his life is in G-d’s eyes.
~p Third, the arei miflar were the cities of the Levi'im, and so 1the
murderer ends up fiving in close proximity to the Levi‘im. The Levi'im
devored their lives to the spiritual pursuit of learning and teaching
Torah and serving Hashem. Seeing this would clarify and pur into
perspective the true purpose of life, \

Last, the murderer had to stay in the city until the Kohen Gadol
passed away. The eulogies for the Kohen Gadol, who was the most
prominent spiritual life in Kial Yisrael, were the final step to the
reeducatipn of the murderer, demonstrating how exalted a propetly

ived_hutan Jife could be. Additionally, it was an atonement for
the Kohen Gadol, who should have influenced his generation to
appreciate life properly so thar negligent homicide would not have
occurred.

Q‘{' The entire year we are negligent; we do not consider our lives in
light of eternity. We carelessly and foolishly commit sins that rob
moments of our lives of their intrinsic eternal value. We are, so to
speak, guilty of unintentional murder of ourselves. Therefore HaKa-
dosh Baruch Hu gave us Chodesh Elul as 2 “time of refuge” in which
tg regain our perspective on life, ro utilize it as a means to generate

eternal bliss,

David wrote the psalm “LDavid Hashern Ori” where he hints at
the month of Elul in the words “Lulei beemanti livos bruv Hashem
beretz chaim — Had 1 not trusted that T would see the goodness of
G-d in the land of life!” {Tehilfim 27:13). The word fulei is Eluf in-
verted. “I know,” says David, “that there is everlasting life for the 1zad-
dikim in Olam Haba, but I am not sure if | merit it® (Berachos 42}, In

Elu our thoughts should be concentrated mainly on the recognition
of the eternal life that we can merit, attributing intrinsic and extreme
value to every moment of temporal life. Thus in Elul, this refuge in7
Qime; we are preoccupied with attaining our share in that eternal life
“nd our actions in this world thar will enable us to seowe 6. 7

World to Come and referred to him as Rabbi Eliezer ben Dordai,
Upon hearing of this, Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi cried and remarked,
“Qne can earn one’s portion in the World 10 Come ih ane second ™
The Telzer rash bayeskhivabh explained that Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi

(was bemoaning the fact that everyone can acquire more and more
0

f Olam Haba every second. Yet we let precious seconds escape us
without eternal acquisition.

— ey A5 e

o

P Ifone views this world as an end in itself, a place to enjoy, then
this world has no purpose. Then we are like the doctor who in-
formed a man that his wife had just given birch to a child with a fatal
disease from which no one ever recovered and for which ne cure is
available and none is being sought. The distraught father asked the
doctor for the name of this terrible disease, The doctor replied: “We
call this disease ‘Jife.” Your child contracted the disease at birth, and
we know that eventually he'll succumb to it. Some have lingered on
for a hundred and twency years and others less, but we know thac
everyone without exception dies of the discase.”

# 1f life is merely the sum total of seconds from birth to death, then )
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Essay 3: Ell— Manifesting Our Aspirations T 27
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Yom HaDin. Instead, we are showing the true self that is buried - rwRt BYn NSnIR PN MR PRW PN IBNwRn? Nnwam
within us, our true yearnings and desires. During this period, we Lmbapn PIw wnow ma in

halt our daily routine, contemplate, think and awaken ourselves

to who we really are. Now the truth that lies within every person R DI IR WA 07 TUR3 2300w T o BT
is exposcd, as he shows his true desire and yearning to be entirely Y3 97 pne 2% w2l AR DR OORM RWWD Lnow
subservient to the laws of the Torah. RY e 1axb moam moab Pron nm Th nnmng o
AKT_here is no time more opportune than Elul ~ the month when VI3 NTR Am o;P W opRs 1 INPW pYa 7o
we shake off that spirit of foolishness —to show true desire for wTIREY DY MR annn S - 2Ran

change. The concept of imitation and deceit does not apply here.

Just the opposite: we are not pulting on a_mask; we are taking ““! N DONSn UK 1IANIR DRI MK DX P K7 90
off the mask, the mask of foolishness that overcame us the entire b0 oo Gy s 135 ,axan mwb b anmw

rest of the year. We are allowing our true aspirations to shine yma Pan m7ap @7apny mavIn onuan oo oy
through. ' WEY TR DPRE UM 037 RIPWIR [20R] pRDT Dk ubIpw
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