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London, UK -8:09
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Minneapolis, MN - 8:02
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Seize the Opportunity!

At the end of Parshas Shoftim, the Torah conveys the issur
of bal tashchis: AWYN7 N7y ONYn7 021 00 1Y 7K 11XN I
NN XIN 7IKND YV X7 13 VTR WK YY 97 ..0%XY DI TNWN X7
nnun. The Torah is telling us: When you lay siege to a city
and you need wood, don't cut down a fruit tree. Instead, cut
down a tree that does not bear fruit. Why waste the fruit
and ruin something good?

The Chinuch (Mitzvah 529) teaches that chassidim and
anshei maaseh avoid destroying anything: 17'9x 17K X'71
071v2 7710 7w 111, Since everything in this world has a
purpose and a reason for existence, they will not waste
even a single mustard seed.

Obviously, however, there are priorities. A person should
rather waste food than ruin his body, as the Gemara states
(Shabbos 140b): Ty X9 TN'NWN 72. Better to throw food
out than to throw it in.

If you have extra food, the concept of bal tashchis does
not dictate that you should eat it. Not wasting it means not
using it for an unnecessary purpose; putting food into your
body unnecessarily is not a valid purpose.

Considering that the Torah cautions us not to destroy or
waste our material possessions, we should certainly not
squander our spiritual acquisitions and opportunities.

The Toras Avraham, R” Avraham Grodzinski, who was the
mashgiach of the Slabodka yeshiva before the war, explains
that this is really the pachad of Elul. What is the fear of Elul?
What are we afraid of?

Elul represents an amazing opportunity that Hakadosh
Baruch Hu gave us. After Klal Yisrael committed the cheit
ha'eigel while Moshe Rabbeinu was in Shamayim the first
time, they thought that they were finished. Moshe went up
to Shamayim for another forty days, from 19 Tammuz to
29 Av, to plead on behalf of Klal Yisrael, but Chazal tell us
that those were days of anger. Hakadosh Baruch Hu was
not yet appeased.

Moshe Rabbeinu then went up for another forty days, from
Rosh Chodesh Elul through Yom Kippur. Those days were
yemei ratzon: Klal Yisrael regained Hakadosh Baruch Hu's
favor, and Hakadosh Baruch Hu gave Moshe the second
Luchos.

The Tur tells us that the reason we blow the shofar during
Elul is to remind us of the shofar that was blown before
Moshe Rabbeinu went up to Shamayim on Rosh Chodesh
Elul. At that time, the shofar was blown to prevent people

from repeating the mistake they had made the first time
Moshe ascended, when they had miscalculated when the
forty days ended, leading to the cheit ha'eigel. This time,
the shofar announced when the forty days began so there
would be no miscalculation.

The blowing of the shofar reminds us that these forty
days are a tremendous time of ritzuy. It exhorts us: Don't
lose this opportunity! Hakadosh Baruch Hu is giving you a
second chance just as He gave Klal Yisrael the opportunity
to regain His favor after the cheit ha'eigel.

Why, then, should there be a fear of Elul?

Because we are afraid of losing the opportunity presented
by these days of tremendous rachamim.

R’ Chatzkel Levenstein notes that Yom Kippur, the last of
these forty days, is the day of the greatest rachamim. It is
not that each of the preceding days is marked by a small
amount of rachamim, followed suddenly by a tremendous
outpouring on the final day. Rather, the amount of rachamim
builds from day to day. The first of the forty days is marked
by a greater measure of rachamim than the rest of the year.
The next day has even more, and the next day still more,
until the rachamim reaches a climax on Yom Kippur, the
fortieth day.

This is the tremendous opportunity before us: forty days
of ratzon that Hakadosh Baruch Hu has given us.

The question is: How do we make use of this opportunity?
How do we make sure not to waste it?

We know that the roshei teivos of the phrase "TiT1 "Ti77 IX
17 spell Elul. But what does it mean, practically, that | am
close to Hakadosh Baruch Hu and He is close to me? Do |
wake up on Rosh Chodesh Elul and feel Hakadosh Baruch
Hu next to my bed? In what sense is "7 1Ti7? How do we
experience it?

The answer is that during these days Hakadosh Baruch Hu
grants us increased siyata d'Shmaya, an added measure
of Heavenly assistance in every aspect of avodas Hashem.

In addition to the phrase 7 '7iT] "Ti77 "JX, which refers
to our relationship with the Ribbono Shel Olam — bein
adam laMakom — there are other phrases whose roshei
teivos spell Elul as well. One is 091"ax7 NIINNTINYY7 WK,
an allusion to bein adam lachaveiro, and another is ‘n 701
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YT 227 DX A227 DX 'R7X, which refers to a person’s own
heart, bein adam I'atzmo.

As we knw, bein adam laMakom consists of the mitzvos
between ourselves and Hakadosh Baruch Hu, such as
succah and lulav, while bein adam lachaveiro includes
mitzvos such as chessed and tzedakah as well as the
prohibitions against harming others, such as taking revenge
or bearing a grudge. And the realm of bein adam I'atzmo
encompasses emunah, bitachon, and middos.

These three aspects of avodas Hashem parallel the three
pillars of Torah, avodah, and gemilus chasadim. Torah helps
a person himself grow, corresponding to bein adam I'atzmo;
avodah is tefillah, corresponding to bein adam laMakom; and
gemilus chasadim corresponds to bein adam lachaveiro.
All three are hinted at in the roshei teivos of Elul, because
extra siyata d'Shmaya is granted for all aspects of avodas
Hashem during these forty days.

A person should take advantage of this opportunity by
choosing some aspect of avodas Hashem to work on
during Elul, because it is tried and true that spiritual growth
comes more easily during this time.

Even if the chizuk doesn't last, and even if after Yom Kippur
we feel that we're back to exactly where we were beforehand,
the very fact that there was a chizuk, that we realigned
ourselves and demonstrated the chashivus of these days,
is nevertheless significant. During Aseres Yemei Teshuvah,
therefore, a person should be careful not to eat pas akum
even if during the rest of the year he is not makpid on this.

What's the point of avoiding pas akum if the person is
planning to go right back to eating it as soon as Yom Kippur
is over — perhaps even breaking his fast on pas akum?

The pointis that the temporary chizuk itself demonstrates
that we recognize the special chashivus of these days and
therefore conduct ourselves on a higher level. If a person
is always makpid on pas akum, he should find some other
area in which to strengthen himself. Any chizuk at this time
is priceless.

But there’'s more to it than that.

Often, when a person accustoms himself to a particular
behavior, some aspect of it does stick. Even if he cannot
maintain the entire chizuk after Yom Kippur, part of it may
endure.

The Seder HaYom, R’ Moshe ben Machir, who formulated
the nusach of Modeh Ani, advises that if a person has
trouble getting out of bed in the morning, he should jump
out of bed, and after doing this for four or five days, he will
find that subsequently it becomes easier.

In many cases, the difficulty is in starting a new habit:
NWpP N17nnn 73. Once a person gets used to this new
behavior, it becomes easier. Often, however, the person
jumps ship before he reaches the point of 77'x11x3n 037 217U
that follows the difficult beginning if he pushes himself to
overcome the difficulty, so he never experiences that ease.
It was hard on day one, it was hard on day two, it was hard
on day three, so he decides, “It's not for me.”

The Seder HaYom is telling us: Don't stop! Continue through
days four and five. You're right, it will be hard, but in less
than a week you will already feel a difference. You can test
this yourself.

Repeating a behavior for four or five days may be enough
to make it easier, but actually incorporating it into your
nature requires a longer period. R" Elimelech of Lizhensk
says, in Tzetel Katan, that a person who wants to work
on a particular middah should be mis'chazeik in that area
for forty days, corresponding to the forty days of a baby’s
formation and the forty days that Moshe Rabbeinu spent
on Har Sinai. By working consistently on a middah for forty
days, a person can make it part of his character.

The Rema, in Toras HaOlah, says that this type of inner
acquisition occurs after thirty days, explaining that we
learn this from the nazir. The standard period of nezirus
is thirty days, because thirty days is the amount of time
necessary to acquire a middah. This is alluded to in the
phrase N w7, regarding the nazir, since the gematria of
n'nis thirty. During his time of nezirus, the nazir is trying to
acquire the middah of perishus, the middah of kedushah,
and that takes thirty days.

The Rema adds that the word nn is phrased in the future
tense, meaning “he will be,” because the behavior he trains
himself in during this period will accustom him to act that
way in the future as well.

Rebbe Elimelech mentions forty days, while the Rema
mentions thirty. From the first day of Rosh Chodesh Elul
until Rosh Hashanah we have thirty days, and until Yom
Kippur we have forty. This gives us the time we need to work
consistently on a new behavior until it becomes part of us.

And because we have extra siyata d'Shmaya at this time,
areas that we tried working on during the rest of the year
without success may be easier to improve during Elul.
Hakadosh Baruch Hu is here to help us.

Our fear during Elul is that we should not squander this
opportunity. Take something, some aspect of avodas
Hashem, and work on it. B'ezras Hashem, you will see
tremendous siyata d'Shmaya.

Gut Shabbos, a hatzlachadike Elul, and a gut gebentscht yahr.
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