Elul — Beginning to Re-Turn

Section 1: We're Already There

Sefer Yetzirah (The Book of Formation) is the earliest extant work of proto-Kabbalah and it is
traditionally attributed to Abraham (18" Century BCE) and/or R' Akiva (2" Century CE). It connects
each month with a Hebrew letter, a constellation, a part of the human body and a human emotion,
sense, or faculty. What does it suggest about the spiritual work of our month?

Sefer Yetzirah 5:8 (translated by R' Aryeh Kaplan)

He made the letter Yud king over action

And He bound a crown to it

And He combined one with another

And with them He formed Virgo in the Universe
Elul in the Year

And the left hand in the Soul

Male and female
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R' Tzvi Elimelech Spira of Dinov (Poland, 1783 — 1841) was the founder of the Dinov Chasidic
dynasty, and a student of R' Elimelech of Lizhensk and the Chozeh of Lublin. He is known by the name
of his widely beloved major work, the Bnei Yissascher, which focuses on the spiritual background and
work of each month. What does he add here to our understanding of this month's inner work?

Bnei Yissascher on Elul 1:1

Elul is especially suitable for Teshuvah (Return to
our best selves)...The Judgements (Severities) of
Tammuz and Av are sweetened in Elul.
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Bnei Yissascher on Elul 1:6

“He formed in it Virgo [lit. Virgin] in the
Universe” (Sefer Yetzirah 5:8). The Jewish
People are always like a virgin who has never
been ruler over by any man. They are as dear to
their Beloved, as it were, every time, just like the
first moment.

And the constellation of this month, which is
especially suitable for Teshuvah, is Virgo,
because through Teshuvah we become like new
creations, as if we have never been ruled over by
the evil impulse.
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R' Avraham Yitzchak Kook (1865 — 1935) was the first Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of pre-state Israel and a
giant of both mysticism and Jewish law, who synthesized Lithuanian and Chasidic perspectives.

Orot HaTorah (Lights of the Torah) is a selection of Rav Kook's writings on the value of Torah and
how to learn and live its ways. It was compiled by his son, R' Tzvi Yehudah Kook (1891 — 1982) and

published in 1940.

Orot HaTorah 11:2

The righteous person must have creative
imaginative faith in their own life. Meaning, that
they believe that their very lives and their
emotions, that come straight from the foundation
of their soul, are good and upright, and will lead
them on the correct path. The Torah should be a
guiding light, through which we see where we
may go astray, for sometimes the soul wonders in
directionless chaos. But one should constantly be
in a state of spiritual self-confidence.
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Rebbe Nachman of Breslov (1772 — 1810) was the great-grandson of the Ba'al Shem Tov, the founder
of Chasidut. He originally attracted a small but ardent following, but his followers are now a large
grass-roots movement with great influence across the Jewish world. Likutei Moharan is the primary
collection of his teachings, which are renowned for their creativity and psychological insight. How
does this short excerpt from his teachings about Teshuvah relate to the sources above?

Likutei Moharan 6:2

The essence of Teshuvah is to hear yourself
disgraced and remain completely silent.
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Section 2: Up, Down and All Around

The Zohar (Splendor or Radiance) is the foundational work of Kabbalah or Jewish mysticism. The
Zohar first appeared in Spain in the 13th century, and was published by R' Moses de Leon (1240 —
1305). De Leon ascribed the work to the tannaitic sage R' Shimon bar Yochai (2" Century, Land of
Israel), an attribution which some take literally, others deny, and still others find to be partially true.

Despite this controversy existing from its inception, the Zohar became extremely influential, even in
matters of Halachah (Jewish law), and profoundly influenced the Chasidic movement. What does this
teaching add to our understanding of Teshuvah, and what questions does it provoke?

Zohar 3:122b (translated by Daniel Matt) AP A1t
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Teshuvah restores everything — repairing above,
repairing below, mending oneself, mending the
whole world.
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R'Yisroel ben Eliezer (c. 1700 — 1760), known as the Ba'al Shem Tov, or Besht, was a mystic, healer
and teacher who lived in the Ukraine and founded the Chasidic movement (Chasidut). Chasidut is
very diverse, but all Chasidim see themselves as followers of the Besht and his teachings.

Tzava'at HaRivash, (Testament of the Rabbi Yisroel Ba'al Shem) is an anthology of teachings and
instructions attributed to the Ba'al Shem Tov and his successor, R' Dov Ber, the Maggid of Mezritch
(1704 — 1772). How does this teaching help us to understand the zoharic passage above, and what are

its implications for our daily lives, during this month and throughout the year?

Tzava'at HaRivash 1:100 (p. 19b)

This is a great principle: everything in the world
contains the holy sparks [of the Divine]. Nothing
is empty of the sparks, not even trees or stones,
nor human behavior, even the wrongdoings that
people do have these sparks of the [cosmic]
breaking in them.

And what are sparks from the breaking? They are
Teshuvah. When a person makes Teshuvah for a
wrongdoing, they elevate the sparks that were in
that action to the higher world. Hence the verse
[which describes Divine forgiveness] says,

“bearing sin” (Ex. 34:7), i.e. lifting the sin upwards.
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R' Nathan Sternhartz of Nemirov (1780 — 1844), also known as Reb Noson of Breslov, was the
foremost disciple and scribe of Rebbe Nachman of Breslov, and led the Breslover movement after

Rebbe Nachman's death in 1810.

Reb Noson led the Breslov Chasidim through a particularly difficult period known as the Years of
Oppression (1834 — 38) in which the Savraner Rebbe (R' Moshe Tzvi of Savran 1775 — 1837) used his
considerable influence to persecute the Breslovers by ethically dubious and often violent means.

However, Reb Noson told his family and his followers not to respond in kind to these provocations.
“They are our brothers. Eventually they will be rectified. We ourselves will have to seek remedies for
them!” (Kramer, Through Fire and Water p.412) How does this example augment our perspective of Teshuvah,
and challenge us in the work we do on our own relationships?

Section 3: No Kvetching, Please

Throughout history, many people representing myriad religions and philosophies have berated
humankind for our relentless failure to act wholly righteously. As the first verse below demonstrates, a

voice like this also exists in our tradition.

However, there is also another voice, found in the subsequent sources, that radically challenges it and
which reframes our understanding of the Creation story, Teshuvah and ourselves. How might we
integrate the wisdom of these teachings into this month's spiritual work?
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Ecclesiastes 7:29

Behold, only this have I found, that G!d has made
man upright; but they have sought out many
schemes.
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Psalms 66:5

Come and see the deeds of G!d
Awesome in His plot toward humanity.
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Midrash Tanchuma on Parshat Vayeshev

R' Yehoshua ben Korcha said on the above verse:
Even the awesome events You bring upon us, You
bring them through a plot!

Come and see: when the Holy One made the
world, from the first day He had already made the
angel of death...and Adam was created on the
sixth day, and a plot was hanged upon him that he
would bring death to the world, as it says: “For on
the day that you eat thereof, you shall surely die.”
(Gen. 2:17)

This is like a man who wanted to divorce his
wife...he wrote a Get [writ of divorce] and came
home with the Get in his hand, looking for an
excuse to give it to her.

He said to her: “Pour me a drink.”

She poured it for him, and as he took the cup from
her hand he said to her, “Here's your Get!”

She said, “What have I done wrong?”

He said to her, “Get out of my house! You poured
me a lukewarm drink!”

She said to him, “Did you already know that I was
going to pour you a lukewarm drink, that you had
already written the Get and placed it in my
hand?!”
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Teshuvah is often associated with weeping and remorse for our failings. This is certainly one
important aspect of it, but the early Chasidic Master, the Me'or Einayim (R' Menachem Nachum
Twersky of Chernobyl, 1730 — 1797) here reminds us of another side of Teshuvah.

How might we balance remorse and joy in our own, current, Teshuvah practice?
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Me'or Einayim on Parshat Ha’azinu 12TNN NP1 DY DMWY NINN

Teshuvah is a positive mitzvah from the Torah, nNNN N NYY MXN XN n1wn
and therefore it should be done with joy. nNNY1 nmwys Py 107

How does Reb Noson understand the name sometimes given to our period, “Yamei Ratzon”? What is
the trajectory he suggests for our journey from now until Yom Kippur?
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R' Yonah ben Avraham Girondi (Catalonia, 1180 — 1263), known as Rabbeinu Yonah, was a medieval
scholar, prominent opponent of Maimonides (1135 — 1204) and the instigator of the public burning of
his works in 1233, in Paris. He later atoned for this and wrote Sha'arei Teshuvah (Gates of Teshuvah)
as part of his process of private and public Teshuvah. Here he offers some very down-to-earth advice
for us on doing Teshuvah. What parts of yourself might benefit from following the advice below?

Sha’arei Teshuvah 1:35 N2 N2wn Nyw
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R' Yaakov Yosef HaKohain of Polnoye (Ukraine, 1710 — 1784) was one of the first and most dedicated
of the Besht's disciples. His book, Toldot Yaakov Yosef, published in 1780, was the first Chassidic
work ever published is and one of our most important sources of the Besht's ideas.

Do you prefer the gritty realism of this teaching, or those which emphasize how natural and easy
Teshuvah could be?
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Toldot Yaakov Yosef on Parshat Beshalach

Teshuvah involves progressing gradually in a
round-about way. We don't make Teshuvah all at
once, coming close to the blessed Creator at once.
This is the reason we must humble ourselves in
every way, and cultivate great perseverance.
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R' Tzadok haKohen Rabinowitz of Lublin (1823 — 1900), usually referred to as Rav Tzadok, was a
major figure in Polish Chasidut. In Tzidkat HaTzadik (The Righteousness of the Righteous), Rav
Tzadok explores the nature of humanity in psychological and spiritual terms. Does the teaching below
correspond to your own experience? If so, what is the part of your self he is speaking about?

Tzidkat HaTzadik 49

Everyone knows that their strongest desire can be
a vessel for the most sacred and healthy things.
And those aspects of life we repeatedly transgress
in are exactly the ones which are waiting to be
used with a clean and “pure heart” (Ps. 24:4).

Therefore our sages said, “With the limb that you
sinned with, do mitzvot!” (Lev. Rabbah 21:5).
This not only repairs that specific aspect of
ourselves measure-for-measure, but repairs our
entire spiritual beings.

For all of us were created with certain specific
healing to do, and no one is alike in this, just as
we don't find two people with exactly the same
face, as we all have a divinely unique soul...

And on this it is said: no one can stand in words
of Torah until they have stumbled in them (Gittin
43a) because by stumbling we understand that we
were created to repair that very thing we stumbled
in.
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A final thought and question from this midrash: Can you remember a time in your own life when the
gates of Teshuvah have opened for you? What happened?

Lamentations Rabbah 3:15

Prayer is likened to a mikveh (ritual bath) and
Teshuvah is likened to the sea.

Just as a mikveh may be sometimes open and
sometimes locked, so too the gates of prayer are
sometimes open and sometimes locked.

But the sea is always open, and so too the gates of
Teshuvah are always open.
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