Sefat Emet on Elul
Rabbi Michael Balinsky
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The allusion to E/ulis ani I'dodi v’dedi Iz, 1 am to my beloved and my beloved is to me (Song of Songs
6:3). At this time Israel is awakened/stitred through repentance and they merit through their deeds
to awaken the time of acceptance of heaven as Rashi writes: Just as the first forty day period were
passed in God’s good will, so too the latter forty day period were passed in God’s good will. This
time of good will happens each year. Pesach and Shavuot were gifts from Heaven, as was the
Exodus and the giving of the Torah at that time. Since these events occurred not through the merit
of Israel, they (the first luchot) did not last. A new awakening from below was needed through the
power of Israel themselves. I am to my beloved and only after that my beloved is to me, and this is
an everlasting relationship. For this we have judgment on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur and
Israel merits Torah through their deeds and this is the joy of Torah in its complete whole fashion.
Translation Michael Balinsky

Rashi Exodus 33:13

and he would return to the camp: After He spoke with him, Moses would return to the camp and
teach the elders what he had learned. Moses conducted himself in this way from Yom Kippur until
the Mishkan was erected, but no more [than that]. For on the seventeenth of Tammuz the tablets
were broken, and on the eighteenth he burned the calf and judged the sinners, and on the nineteenth
he went up [Mount Sinail, as it is said: “It came to pass on the next day that Moses said to the
people, etc.” (Exod. 32:30). He spent forty days there and begged for mercy, as it is said: “And I cast
myself down before the Lord, etc.” (Deut. 9:18). On Rosh Chodesh Elul it was said to him, “And in
the morning you shall ascend Mount Sinai” (Exod. 34:2) to receive the second tablets, and he spent
forty days there, as it is said concerning them, “And I remained upon the mountain just as the first
days” (Deut. 10:10). Just as the first ones [days] were with good will [from the seventh of Sivan to
the seventeenth of Tammuz]|, so were the last ones [days] with good will. [We may]| deduce from this
that the intermediate ones were with wrath. On the tenth of Tishri the Holy One, blessed is He, was
appeased to Israel joyfully and wholeheartedly, and He said to Moses, “I have forgiven, as you have
spoken.” He [God] gave over to him the second tablets, and he [Moses| descended, and He [God]
began commanding him concerning the work of the Mishkan. They constructed it until the first of
Nissan, and once it was erected, He no longer spoke with him except from the Tent of Meeting. -
[from Midrash Tanchuma 31, Seder Olam ch. 6]



One part of the narrative background to the month of E/#/and Yom Kippur is the story of the
golden calf. As Rashi describes, the forty day period when Moses is on Mount Sinai to receive the
second set of tablets runs from the beginning of E/«/ through Yom Kippur. Although this period is
associated with judgment, the seeing of E/u/ as an acronym for ani ['dodi v'dodi /i places this in a
context of the love of Israel and God.

The Sefat Emet connects our understanding of E/u/ as a time for repentance, with the first half of the
verse ani ['dodi. Elulis a special time, because we take the first step to reach out to God, to awaken
above because of our actions below. For him, the second set of /uchot is the result of our repentance,
and this gives them a permanent quality. They cannot be broken, and therefore our bond to God
cannot be broken. The Exodus from Egypt culminating in Sinai and the giving of the Torah, were
for the Sefat Emet a gift from God which was taken back after the building of the golden calf. In
Moses bringing down from Mount Sinai the second set of Zuchot, which coincides with Yom Kippur,
there can then be true Simchat Torah, for then Torah is no longer only a gift from God, but
something that we have earned because of our deeds.

We can perceive as E/ul as permeated by a fear and trembling of judgment. This can lead to
repentance. We can also see E/u/ as a movement of lovers seeking each other. We take the first step
through repentance to join with God. What fills us is not fear, but a yearning to become close to

God.



