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This past week much of America was fixated on the Home Run giant, Barry Bonds, and his pursuit of the major league Home Run record.  A major theme of interest was the accusation that Barry Bonds had used steroids to help his cause.  Some players defended Bonds’ record –despite the circumstantial evidence against him--by pointing out that even though he probably took steroids his baseball talent is obviously great.  After all, he still had to hit the Home Runs, no matter what he took.  
Is the point how much talent he has and how many Home Runs he hit or whether or not he carried himself with integrity?  What about the fact that his trainer has gone to jail rather than honestly answer questions?  It is far from clear that they have actually lied, but it is also safe to say that we have not heard the whole story.
If there ever was a time where our collective community could use the month of Elul, the time is right now.

Elul is the Hebrew month that precedes Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  It is a time for introspection and repentance.  It is a time to seek out Hashem in order to come closer to Him.  But how do we achieve that closeness?  How do we come into God’s Presence?

A recurring theme of this morning’s portion is our desire to go to Jerusalem and to Hashem’s Temple, the Beit Hamikdash.   Va-hayah Hamakom asher yivchar Hashem elokeichem le-shaken shemo sham.  We desire to ascend the place that God has selected for His dwelling.  We want to join God and dwell with Him.  
How do we get there?  We look in the Torah to find directions to God’s home.

There is one overarching answer in this week’s portion.  We can only approach God through honesty or integrity.  The word the Torah uses for this is yashar.
We are told (12:8) that when we will finally come to the Beit Hamikdash people must serve Hashem differently.  Prior to the Beit Ha-Mikdash, the Torah says, “ish kol ha-yashar be-einav.”  When it came to worshiping Hashem, every one did as they pleased, and as they saw fit in his/her own eyes.  Before the Beit Hamikdash was built, worship of Hashem was in a sense subjective.
But all that changed when we came to the Beit ha-Mikdash.  Instead, at the Beit Ha-Mikdash, we must do “hayashar be-einei Hashem”—that which is right in the eyes of Hashem (12:25).  In the Temple we are reminded that there is a right way to do things and there is a wrong way.  In the Temple, if one sees something as right “in his own eyes” that doesn’t mean it is right.  It may very well be wrong.  The right way in the Temple is only Hashem’s way.  One of the basic ideas of the Beit Ha-Mikdash is that there is an objective truth which we must seek out.  That truth is the teaching of Hashem as seen in the Torah.
We must not blind ourselves to this search for an objective truth.  It is easy to be distracted by many things.  We can be blinded by the razzle and dazzle of miracles and formidable feats.  The Torah warns (13:2) against this: “If a false prophet arises and presents you with an “ot o’mofet” a sign or a wonder—a miracle, do not follow that miracle or wonder.”  Just listen to the voice of God (u-ve-kolo tishmau).  It doesn’t matter what miracle you see, you must follow after the words of the Torah.  Don’t confuse yourself.  Stick to the words of Hashem.
Above all, the Torah portion reminds us, “ve-darashata, ve-chakarta, ve-shaalta heiteiv ve-heneih emes nachon hadavar.”  We must constantly seek out, inquire, ask ourselves and determine if the matter is true.
Lately, many people have been focusing on Barry Bonds.  As thousands cheered him on, they didn’t care whether or not he was honest.  Maybe we shouldn’t care too much about him either.  But the point is that he is just an example – in many ways, he is too, easy an example to focus on.

We need to recognize our responsibility to strive for integrity—complete integrity in our lives.  Recently, I took the opportunity to write a letter to the Dean of Harvard Law School.  I recently read a hurtful article by a Professor of The Harvard Law School which disturbed me.  It disturbed me for multiple reasons; one reason was that I thought it was dishonest.  

The article didn’t contain an outright lie, but it used facts to create an impression that wasn’t true.  Harvard Law School is perhaps the most prominent law school in the country.  Its motto is Veritas.  It teaches fealty to the law and responsibility to the truth.   I reminded the Dean that there is a difference between presenting the “facts” of a case and the “true facts.”  It is possible to lack integrity without actually lying. 
The Torah doesn’t just demand that we avoid lying.  The Torah holds us to a different standard.  The Torah requires us to be yashar, people of integrity and to seek out the truth.  Not the truth as we present it or as it seems to us, but the Truth.
This is what Elul is about: the search for honesty and truth in ourselves as we prepare to stand before our creator.

In our preparation for Elul the easiest thing to remember is that we often blind ourselves to our faults and our own reality.  We constantly delude ourselves into thinking we are not what we are.  The Torah doesn’t demand of us “memoirs of our experiences”, but rather brutal honesty with ourselves.  We need to clearly look at our own faults.  

Just because we call ourselves Orthodox and go to synagogue every day, or once a week, does not mean we are beyond reproach.  It is important to look at ourselves honestly. 
It is always important, but it is especially important in Elul!  The theme of Elul is that we must be honest with ourselves, both as individuals and as a community.  In Elul, we don’t seek memoirs of our experiences, we seek the truth.  We seek an honest appraisal of ourselves.
In Elul we pursue the real Home Run.  We say Psalm 27, Le-David Hashem Ori, day and night every day in the month of Elul.  In this very moving psalm from King David, we declare, “achas she-alti me-es Hashem osah avakesh, shivti be-veos Hashem kol yemei chayai.”  There is but one thing King David desires from Hashem.  It is to dwell in Hashem’s Home; to be with God in His Presence.  

David prays that Hashem help him get there.  He cries out: “Necheini be-orech mishor.”  Hashem: “Guide me on a path of yashar –integrity.”  Allow me to be honest with myself so that I can see my true faults.  Allow me not be deluded by half-truths and obfuscations.   
David continues, “Kamu be edei sheker—false witnesses rose against me.”  Where are these false witnesses King David is referring to?  These false witnesses are in our innards.  We ourselves are our greatest false witness.  It is what is inside us and convinces us that we are acting properly and correctly.  

Elul is about looking within ourselves honestly and recognizing that in order to dwell in God’s home we need honesty in our self-assessment.

The word Elul is an acronym for Ani Ledodi U-dodi Li, I am for my beloved and my beloved is for me.  It reminds us that we seek an intimate relationship with Hashem. 

The only way to achieve the highest level of intimacy with Hashem is by looking at ourselves with honesty.

The path to intimacy is through integrity.  It is true about God and it is also true about our interpersonal relationships.  Elul is the time to improve our relationships with other people.  We do so by using the paradigm of integrity.  When we are honest before others, then we achieve more intimacy with others and more intimacy with Hashem.
We began with Barry Bonds.  I’d like to end with another example from sports—an example that typifies what Elul means.
In 1978, a young, little known golfer named Tom Kite stood over a birdie putt on the fifth hole of the final round of an important tournament.  He was neck and neck with a great golfer named Tom Watson.  When Kite moved his putter behind the ball, the ball moved a fraction of an inch; the movement was so slight that no one else noticed it—no one else but Kite could have known that his putter had moved the ball.  

Tom Kite surprised everyone and called a penalty shot on himself.  After he ended up losing the tournament to Watson by one shot, he said: "If you don't play by the rules, you aren't playing golf. You're playing some abbreviated form of it."
Maybe this year, Tom Kite could be our inspiration for the month of Elul….
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