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Understanding Elul
Based on Rav Avigdor Miller’s words in a shiur
By Aharon Spetner
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In the olden days when they bentched Rosh Chodesh Elul in shul, there was a trembling, a tzitternish. Elul! The yom hadin is coming! The day of judgment is approaching. Afterward, the whole month was a month of preparation.
The Alter of Slabodka zichrono levrachah used to go to Kelm in the middle of the month of Av to prepare for Elul. Others too; that was the custom of many of the great ones. But great ones or not, by the time Rosh Chodesh Elul came along everyone got busy preparing. And so, if we see that Elul is right around the corner then we too have to start readying ourselves for the yom hadin.
And so, the question is what do we do now? Of course, you’ll say, we prepare with teshuva. People will be thinking of more mitzvos now. They’ll give more tzedakah than they give all year. They’ll behave with better character traits. I’m sure the good people are aware of the impending day of judgment and they’re all going to utilize Elul to prepare.

What About Thanking Hashem
for What He Has Given to You
But there’s something that we’re forgetting about. Because before anything else, before we approach that day when we’re going to plead with Hakodosh Boruch Hu, to “Inscribe us into the book of life,” the first thing is: what about thanking Hashem for what He has given to you up until now?
We’re in this world for one purpose and that purpose is what Dovid Hamelech teaches us: “Do you know what’s good in this world? To give thanks to Hashem.” That’s what’s good in this world. And it’s so good, so important, that it’s expected from everybody.
Even an Eskimo or a man in Africa, can’t ignore that obligation. Shekein chovas kol hayetzurim, it’s the duty of all living people, l’hodos u’lihalel. You hear that? It doesn’t say kol haYehudim – all the Jews. It says – Elul yetzurim. Everybody! An old Eskimo should call together his wife and his children once in a while into the igloo and tell them, “We’re here together now; let’s spend an hour or two thanking Hashem.”

Many People Don’t Even Think
of Genuine Hakaras Hatov
Only because people are not trained — the concept of genuine hakaras hatov is so far away from their minds — so they don’t even think about such things.
Let me tell you a little story that happened recently. I was walking on Kings Highway and I saw a Jew with a nice black hat – a real frum Jew. And he had a big grey beard and a kapote of course.
Now, I saw him looking around like he was lost so I asked him if I could help him. He tells me that he comes from Eretz Yisrael and he’s trying to find the bus to go to Seagate so I told him that I’d walk him to the bus stop and show him the way.
He was carrying a heavy suitcase so I said, “Let me carry it for you.”
He told me, “It’s seforim.” He made sure to let me know what he’s carrying – “It’s seforim.” He probably wanted to brag so that I should know he’s a talmid chacham. So, I’m walking with him, carrying his seforim a couple of blocks.
Now, Seagate means the Coney Island bus and then he’ll have to transfer to another bus – it’s a whole business – so as we’re walking, when I saw a man who I know who has a car, I stopped him and told him, “This man wants to go to Seagate.”
“I’ll take him with my car,” he said.
So, the man takes the suitcase from me and leaves me; he gets into the car and – finished. He doesn’t say thank you. I’m older than he was – I’m older and I was carrying his suitcase two blocks. And then I got him a car to Seagate. He didn’t say thank you. Nothing!
Now this man, I’m sure, is impressed by Elul; he knows we have to prepare for the Day of Judgment. And I’m sure that in certain things he’s a talmid chacham – he’s not an am ha’aretz – and he probably thinks he knows what teshuva is. And it could be he’ll fulfill that; very good! All forms of teshuva are important!
But if he never learned the fundamental principle of saying thank you – if he can’t even say thank you to an old man who carried his suitcase – he’ll never be able to make genuine teshuva! Because the yesod hayesodos, the foundation of being a Jew, is to be a person who is grateful for things that are done for him!
And because Hashem is the One doing everything it means that the most important function of a Jew in this world is to recognize the chasdei Hashem to him. It’s such an important statement that I’m going to repeat it. Of all the things that’s expected of us in this world, the foremost is the obligation to thank Hashem! And now in Chodesh Elul is the best time to start practicing it.

Reprinted from the Parshas Re’eh 5784 of Toras Avigdor Junior email.

****************************************************
Judges and officers shall you place at all your gates (16:18)

It is explained in our holy books that these "gates" refer to the entrances to the "small city" (the human being in microcosm): the eyes, ears, nostrils and mouth. When one places "judges and officers" at these "portals," i.e., when one utilizes them properly, the body is thereby transformed into a "G-dly city." 
This is especially appropriate to consider during the month of Elul (when this Torah portion is read), for it is a time when we take a full accounting of everything that has transpired in the "small city" - thought, speech and deed - during the previous year. (The Lubavitcher Rebbe, zt”l) 

Reprinted from the Parashat Shoftim 5784 email of R’ Yedidiye Hirtenfeld’s whY I Matter parsha sheet for the Young Israel of Midwood in Brooklyn, N.Y.

Rabbi Berel Wein on
Parshat Shoftim 5784
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Law and order are the hallmarks of a functioning democratic society. The concept that one can receive fair redress for damages and hurts through an equitable system of established justice is central to the concept of a free society that provides individual rights to its citizens. However, dictatorships also provide law and order for those who live under their rule - a little too much law and order. And therein is the eternal contest, between an ordered and properly functioning society and an individual’s inherent freedoms and rights.
 
There is a great deal of space and latitude between anarchy and dictatorial rule. The Torah speaks to this issue but allows for a great deal of human and national choice in the matter. The general tenor of Jewish tradition is to be wary of big and powerful government. Avot teaches us not to be known to government and that the nature of government is to demand, albeit apparently lovingly, much from the individual when it is for its own benefit but to be unavailable to help the individual when one is hard pressed and in need of outside help. 

Yet Avot also stresses the necessity for government and the requirement to pray for its success and welfare, for otherwise society would be unlivable. As in all matters of human existence, the Torah here demands from us a good sense of proportion, wisdom and sophistication in dealing with government and society. The Torah does not deal with us in absolute specific terms but rather establishes general parameters of righteous judicial systems and equitable standards of law enforcement.
 
The Torah is clear in its condemnation of corruption and bias, especially in judicial and legal matters. The poor and the wealthy, the scholar and the unlettered, the well-connected and the unknown, all are to be equal before the eyes of judges and the law. The Torah defines true justice as being the pursuit of righteousness and fairness by just means. No unjust means can be condoned even in the pursuit of apparently righteous causes.
 
The Torah abhors corruption in all forms and methods. The premise of the Torah is that corruption is a natural state of being for humans. We are all somehow corrupted by our past experiences and our preset worldviews. It is interesting to note that, for example, the results of many cases brought before the United States Supreme Court are almost always predictable because of the previous strongly held views of the individual justices. They are certainly not corrupt in the criminal sense of the word, but in the world of the Torah they are certainly not freed from the taint of corruption. 

The Torah demands an open mind, a listening ear, flexibility of thought and an understanding of human nature and of the ways of the world from those who would serve as judges of other humans. These qualities are not found in abundance, but they are to be searched for and respected in Jewish life and law. True and absolute justice may be unattainable in this world. But the concept of true justice must always be present in all matters of Jewish law and society.
  
Shabat shalom

Reprinted from the current rabbiwein.com website.
******************************************************************
For Man is Like a Tree of the Field (Deut. 20:19)
Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, founder of Chabad Chasidism, once remarked to a Torah scholar during his first private audience: "The Torah states, 'For man is like a tree of the field.' A tree that does not bear fruit is a barren tree. A person can be fluent in the entire Talmud and still be 'barren,' G-d forbid. A Jew must produce 'fruit.' For what benefit is there in your learning and Divine service if you do not bear 'fruit' - if you do not cause your light to shine upon another Jew?"
Rav Avigdor Miller on Can a 
Kollel Couple Have a Normal 
Life if the Wife Has to Work?
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Now this you have to know is not an ordinary normal life. If you want to live a normal life, you usually won't be much. It's only people who are ready to sacrifice, to live with heroism, to become something exceptional, those are the ones.
Now, you're not required. A woman is not required to work to keep her husband in the kollel. Certainly not! But if she's willing to do it, it's a greatness and she is distinguished in our nation. She's distinguished in our history. But nobody is obligated to do it. 
And certainly, it's not a ‘normal life’. But it wasn’t a ‘normal life’ when Rabbi Akiva went away for twenty-four years and he became the father of our nation in Torah. All the great people live abnormal lives. But it doesn't mean that we are obligated to do it. It's hard to be abnormal. 
So, let's live normal lives then and be frum Jews and be happy with Torah and mitzvos and have a nice family and celebrate Shabbos and Yom Tov. If you're big enough to go a step beyond what's normal then tavo aleichem brachah. It's surely good. 
But see that you're happy when you do it! If you're doing it in unhappiness and you're yearning for what the so-called ‘normal life’ is then you're not doing it. If you're big enough to live a kollel life then you're great! But nobody can force you into it. 

Reprinted from a Parshas Shoftim 5784  email of Toras Avigdor (Tape #250 – December 1978) 

The Ability of Any Jew 
to Serve G-d as a Levite
From the Teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
[image: Image result for photo of mordechai siev of ascent]

The Torah portion of Shoftim contains the verse: "And if a Levite comes...with all his desire to the place which the L-rd shall choose, then he shall serve in the name of the L-rd his G-d, as all his brothers the Levites do."
As Rashi explains, in the times of the Holy Temple, the kohanim (priests, from the tribe of Levi) were divided into 24 groups, each of which was assigned a specific time to come to Jerusalem and perform the holy service. However, as the above verse teaches, even if a kohen were to come to the Temple out of turn, he is permitted to offer his own sacrifice and perform the specific service associated with it.
Moreover, if it happens to be one of the three major Festivals, he is allowed to participate in the communal sacrifices together with the rest of his brethren.
The reason: If a kohen is willing to abandon all his other affairs and travel to Jerusalem for the specific purpose of serving G-d, the Torah grants him this merit regardless of whether he is actually obligated to do so, or it is officially his "turn."
As Maimonides explains, in our times every Jew has the ability to serve G-d as a "Levite." When a Jew resolves to turn aside from worldly matters and dedicate himself to serving G-d, it is similar to the service of the Levites, who were distinguished from other Jews in that they did not receive a portion of land and served G-d exclusively.
The name Levi alludes to this special level of connection to G-dliness, as our Matriarch Leah declared after giving birth to him, "Now this time will my husband be joined to me [y'laveh, from the same Hebrew root as Levi]."
Maimonides further explains that when a Jew genuinely resolves to serve G-d, he becomes sanctified with the very highest level of holiness, i.e., that of the High Priest. "G-d becomes his portion and inheritance forever," Maimonides writes. In the same way that the Levites were not permitted to work for a living and were provided with all their needs by others, so too will a person who makes up his mind to serve G-d be given Divine assistance, enabling him to carry out his resolution for good. In other words, the very act of resolving to attain the level of kohen gives the Jew the potential strength and ability to do so.
When a Jew demonstrates this willingness for self-sacrifice, it doesn't matter whether it is his "turn" or not. G-d will grant him the ability and merit to perform his holy service joyfully and with gladness of heart.

Reprinted from the Parashat Shoftim 5761/2001 edition of L’Chaim, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn. Adapted from the talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe on Rosh Chodesh Elul 5747 and 3 Elul 5748.

Thoughts that Count

For a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise (chacham), and perverts the words of the righteous (Deut. 16:19)
The Torah offers a slightly different version in Exodus 23:8: "For the bribe blinds the wise (pikchim), and perverts the words of the righteous." What is the difference between the two? A "chacham" refers to someone who is learned in Torah; a pikei'ach is one who is wise in worldly affairs. Accepting a bribe has the effect of distorting both kinds of knowledge. (HaGra)

The first fruits of your grain...shall you give him (Deut. 18:4)
As Rashi explains, "This refers to the teruma contribution set aside for the priests. [The Torah] does not specify any amount, but our Rabbis said that a person of good will gives one in forty." Symbolically, "one in forty" is an allusion to Yom Kippur. Moses ascended Mount Sinai on the 1st of Elul, where he remained for 40 days, until Yom Kippur. Yom Kippur is thus the most auspicious time of this 40-day period. (Ohr HaTorah)

Reprinted from the Parashat Shoftim 5761/2001 edition of L’Chaim
8 Things You Can Do
Now to Prepare for Death: 
You Can Avoid Compounding the Pain of Your Loved One When You Are Gone
By Rabbi Efrem Goldberg
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You can avoid compounding the pain of your loved ones when you are gone.
Death is a highly uncomfortable and awkward subject. As a result, most people do all they can to avoid the subject altogether. While we would prefer to see ourselves as living forever, the Torah instructs us that, in fact, reflecting on our mortality and being mindful of our transience are critical to living an inspired life and making the most of each day. Indeed, it is for this reason that King Solomon, the wisest of all men, encouraged us to prefer spending time in a house of mourning to spending time in a house of celebration.
Overcoming the taboo and talking about death are not only important to inspire how we live life, but are actually acts of love and devotion to those whom we will ultimately leave behind. A few years ago, a woman in our community died suddenly. She was never married and had no children, but I remembered that she had a brother. I went to her home and rifled through paperwork in an effort to find his information so that I could inform him of the terrible news. It took a significant amount of time to make contact with him and even longer to ascertain what arrangements she had made.
The more the deceased has planned, organized, and communicated his or her wishes, the less speculation, conflict, and compounded pain the bereaved will face at their time of loss and grief. Put simply, it is not only negligent, but also unkind, not to have one’s “matters in order,” irrespective of how young or healthy he or she may presently be, or how uncomfortable it may be to think about and prepare for death.
None of us would ever intentionally cause or contribute to the pain or anguish of our family members. Yet failing to prepare likely will lead to complicating and, more likely, compounding the pain of our loved ones when we are gone.
For the sake of your family, please considering arranging the following as soon as possible:

1. ICE – Upon arriving at the scene of an accident or emergency, paramedics are trained to look on the patient’s cell phone for an ICE – an In Case of Emergency entry that lists emergency contacts. Access to the right person and the right information can be the difference between life and death. Add an ICE entry to your cell phone phonebook immediately and consider downloading an ICE app that will allow access to your emergency contact(s) even when your phone is locked.

2. Life Insurance – Both Rav Moshe Feinstein (Igros Moshe Orach Chaim 2:111) and Rav Ovadiah Yosef (Yechaveh Daat 3:85) were asked if purchasing life insurance reflects a lack of faith and trust in God. They responded that as long as one remembers that it is God who empowered us with the wisdom to create life insurance and enabled us with this tool to protect our families, it is absolutely permitted and appropriate. They extend this endorsement to fire, theft, and car insurance as well. Nobody ever plans to be diagnosed with a terminal illness or to be the victim of a fatal accident. We cannot predict when our end will come, but we can plan so that the pain of our loss will not be compounded by financial instability, hardship and disaster.

3. Disability Insurance – Life insurance can help provide for one’s family members if one dies, but what would happen if he or she suffered a debilitating injury or an incapacitating illness precluding the ability to work and provide an income? Disability insurance is only a luxury if it is never needed. We pray it will never be a necessity, but we would be foolish not to have it in case.
4. Living Will & Health Care Proxy according to Jewish Law – A myriad of complicated questions can arise in medical treatment, particularly at the end of life. This legal document empowers the patient to determine in advance what choices he or she would prefer within the parameters of Jewish law and who is authorized to communicate those choices to medical professionals if the need arises. Moreover, rather than leaving wishes and desires ambiguous so that others are guessing and speculating, this document spells them out. Additionally, instead of conflict arising over how decisions are reached or which rabbinic authority should be consulted, the living will documents the decision-making process and sequence. The document can name a specific rabbi (or rabbis) or refer the decision to an organization, such as the Bioethics Committee of the Rabbinical Council of America. This is not a document reserved for the old or infirm. Every adult should have one on record and it should be reviewed and updated every few years and as circumstances demand – and discussed with your spouse, children or relatives, so your wishes are clear.

5. Will – Don’t leave loved ones guessing or fighting over how you want your assets divided. You work hard for your money and it should be properly distributed among family, friends, and charities in a thoughtful, intentional and halachik manner. You can use your estate to leave not only a legacy for your family, but a legacy gift to the community, Shul or schools that impacted your family. If you still have minor children, identify who will be responsible for them and ask their permission to stipulate such in your will. If you want to designate a specific piece of jewelry, art or memento to a particular person, specify that in your will or other document.

6. Ethical Will – When Yaakov anticipated his demise he called his family around his death bed in order to give them each blessings and charge them as a family. Throughout the millennia, prominent rabbis and leaders have recorded ethical wills communicating their values, vision, and passions to the next generation. Don’t just leave children and grandchildren financial assets. Leave them your vision for who they could become and the most important values you hope they will pursue.

7. Burial Arrangements – Where do you want to be buried, including Israel? Do you want a chapel service or a graveside service? Whom would you like to officiate? Does your family know that you want a Jewish burial according to Jewish law and for them to sit a full shiva and say kaddish? Have you bought a plot and purchased a “pre-need” package with a funeral home which is significantly less expensive that needing to buy it “at need?” Record your burial wishes in detail, including important biographical information that you would hope to be included in your eulogy, such as the major influences in your life and people and milestones that you were most grateful for or proud of. Are there particular relatives or friends or other people whom you would like to be invited to speak at your funeral?

8. Organized File – Perhaps most importantly, gather all of the above documentation and place it in a clearly designated place (paper and/or electronic) that your loved ones are aware of and have access to. Include your doctors, rabbi, and attorney and their contact information, your bank accounts, cemetery deed, safety deposit box (and location of keys), insurance information, financial advisors and brokers, inventory of assets and real estate, etc., so that nobody will be left guessing and searching for important information when it is needed. If you are one of those pack rats who hides money and jewelry in books or crevices around the house, tell someone where to look, so they do not get discarded with your other belongings or wind up with the next occupant of your house or apartment.
You may be reading this thinking it is excellent advice for someone else, for the elderly or the sick and infirm. But being responsible and planning appropriately are for every adult, every married person and certainly for every parent or grandparent. Don’t only consider making all of these arrangements yourself, but plan to speak to your children and grandchildren about their making such arrangements for themselves as well. Such preparations and arrangements are not taught in school. They rely on you to provide guidance and support in these areas. Not only is communicating these ideas to your children and grandchildren the right thing to do, but it is also in your interest, for their failure to plan, will likely become your emergency.
May we all merit to live full and meaningful lives realizing great longevity. In the meantime, let’s show our loved ones how much we care by making the proper preparations now, so they won’t have to later.

Reprinted from the current website of aish.com

The Month of Elul
Every month on the Jewish calendar has its own personal "trait": the trait associated with Elul, the month of repentance, is "nitzachon" - victory. Every Jew faces a constant battle in the quest to maintain holiness. We succeed in conquering our Evil Inclination only with G-d's help, which we merit by being kind to others. (Likutei HaShas Meha'Arizal; the Talmud)

Reprinted from the Parashat Shoftim 5761/2001 edition of L’Chaim


Why Say L’Dovid Hashem Ori (Psalm 27) During 
the Month of Elul?
By Rabbi Yehuda Shurpin
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Psalm 27 begins with the words “To David: The L‑rd is my light and my salvation.” (Read the entire text in English and Hebrew here)
[bookmark: footnoteRef1a3440228][bookmark: footnoteRef2a3440228]The Midrash tells us that “my light” (אוֹרִי) is associated with Rosh Hashanah and “my salvation” (וְיִשְׁעִי) is associated with Yom Kippur.1 We also find that a later verse in the Psalm, “That He will hide me in His tabernacle . . .” (כִּי יִצְפְּנֵנִי בְּסֻכּוֹ), is associated with Sukkot.2
Yet the custom of reciting this psalm from Rosh Chodesh Elul until the last day of Sukkot does not appear for well over a thousand years later.
[bookmark: footnoteRef3a3440228]The earliest mention of the custom seems to be the work Sefer Shem Tov Katan, by the Kabbalist Rabbi Binyamin Benish Cohen, published in 1706. He writes that one who recites this psalm in a state of holiness, purity and great concentration will have his prayers answered and that it has the power to nullify Divine decrees.3
[bookmark: footnoteRef4a3440228][bookmark: footnoteRef5a3440228]While this appears to be the earliest written mention, it is worth noting that some cite a tradition from the Baal Shem Tov (1698-1760) that it was the 16th-century mystic R’ Eliyahu Baal Shem4 who established the custom of reciting Psalm 27 during the high holiday season.5
Another explanation is that this is a time of Divine mercy, as it was when Moses achieved forgiveness for the people after the sin of the Golden Calf. Every year, it is the time when G‑d is especially accessible, like a king who goes out to the field to make Himself available to any subjects who wish to greet him.
[bookmark: footnoteRef6a3440228]As seen in the narrative of Moses’ time on high securing forgiveness, a key element of G‑d’s mercy is the phrase known as the “13 Attributes of Mercy.” Appropriately, G‑d’s name (the Tetragrammaton) is mentioned 13 time in this psalm.6

When to Recite It
During which prayers is this psalm to be recited? Those who follow the Nusach Sepharad custom generally recite it after morning and afternoon prayers. The common Ashkenazi custom is to say it after morning and evening prayers.
There are also various customs regarding when exactly it is to be said in the prayer service. The Chabad custom is to recite it in the morning service immediately after the Song of the Day, and in Minchah right before Aleinu.
The general premise is that we recite it as long as we are being judged for the new year. Thus, some have the custom to say it until Yom Kippur (the day when Moses secured complete forgiveness). However, others continue until Shemini Atzeret (or Simchat Torah). The Chabad custom is to recite it until Hoshanah Rabbah, since that is when the judgment is “sealed.”
Since the customs are numerous, each individual and community should embrace their unique traditions, in the sincere hope that we all be inscribed and sealed for a sweet new year!

Reprinted from the current website of Chabad.Org

Footnotes
1. Midrash Vayikra Rabbah 21; Midrash Shocher Tov on Psalm 27.
2. See Elef L’Mateh on Mateh Efraim 581:1.
3. Shem Tov Katan, Hanhagot V’diyunim V’tefilot Noraot V’kedoshot MeRosh Chodesh Elul.
4. Nezer Hakodesh, Minhagei Beit Ropshitz, p. 147-8.
5. See Siddur R’ Shabtai Rashkober; Likutei Torah, s.v. Ani L’dodi; Shaar Hakolel 11:28; Minhag Yisroel Torah, Orach Chaim 581:5.
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