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I am for my Beloved
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“I am for my beloved and my beloved is for me, Ani Ledodi Vedodi Li.” (Song of Songs, 6:3.)  The rabbis connect the first letters of this verse to spell the month, ELUL, which begins this Sunday night.  But it is so much more than just an acrostic.  The verse realtes to a feeling that we have as the month of Elul comes upon us.
I remember very vividly the first time I went away from home to study in Yeshiva.  It was the first night of Elul.  I had gone to sleep and suddenly I was awoken in the middle of the night by what seemed to me were endless Shofar blasts.  I had no idea what was going on.  I quickly got dressed and ran to the Beit Midrash to discover that Sephardic Jews were waking in the middle of the night to recite Selichot prayers and blast the Shofar.  

As an Ashkenazic Jew I was not familiar with this minhag (custom).  The midnight devotion of the Sephardic Jews demonstrates the excitement and anticipation that comes upon us in this season.  As soon as Elul begins we start to blast the shofar at the end of every davening.  We also add psalm 27 to our morning and evening prayers.  And in this psalm we declare, “We want but one thing from you, Hashem: to dwell in the house of the Lord for the length of days, to see the pleasantness of God, and to visit His sanctuary.”
We can barely wait for Rosh Hashanah and the shofar blowing, so we start earlier.  It is an overwhelming excitement.
This is why the rabbis use the phrase, “I am for my beloved” to describe Elul.  We are like two lovers who have been distant from each other.  They have an appointment to meet in a month.  For the entire month before they meet they prepare and eagerly await the moment of reunion.  So too, we are now preparing for our moment to meet with Hashem on Rosh Hashanah.  Our entire focus, our learning, our liturgy, everything leads us to Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  It is for this reason that it is a custom that the chazzan who will lead the congregation on Rosh Hashanah also daven on Shabbat Mevorchim for Rosh Chodesh Elul.  All our energy now turns to yamim noraim.
In that spirit, there are three lessons from this week’s portion that directly relate to the month of Elul.

First we turn to the opening verse of this week’s portion. “Reeh anokhi noten lifneikhem beracha u-kelala, see I place you blessings and curses.”
Hashem tells Moshe that when the Jewish people enter the land they should go to the valley near Elon Moreh.  Half of the tribes should ascend Mount Gerizim and half should ascend Mount Eval.  The tribes on Mount Gerizim will hear the blessings that will fall upon them if they follow God’s way, and those on Mount Eival will hear the curses if they reject the commandments.

The message is a fundamental message for us to remember in the month of Elul.  We have a choice in life and it is a simple choice: Do we want to follow God’s ways or not?

Sometimes we make choices and the consequences are not readily apparent.  But in this case they are.  Pedagogically, the Jewish people are placed on two separate mountains to show that there is a stark difference between the two choices we make.  Each tribe could see the results and the distance between the two choices.  

The rabbis say, “Im taazveni yom, yomayim aazveka.  If you abandon me for one day, then I shall abandon you for two days.”  This is a measure of how we grow distant from God.  

If two people each walk one day in opposite directions then they are no longer one day apart, but two days apart.  This is what being on the mountain tops shows the tribes.  You can easily grow more and more distant from Hashem.  
For many of us, this is what happens to us during the course of a year.  We get caught up in other things that distract us from God.  As the year progresses we grow farther and farther away.
But then Elul comes and invites us to close that gap and to draw closer to God.  Elul reminds us to go back to basics.  We have two choices in life and we need to make the right choice.

So the first lesson to remember as Elul begins is that we need to choose to close the gap with Hashem.  

The second lesson is that we must especially focus in the month of Elul.  

Abrabanel points out that this week’s parshah draws a contrast to the way idolaters worship and the way we must worship.  Idolaters worship wherever they want and however they want.  But we can not do that.

The Torah says, “Lo taasun ish kol hayashar be-einav.”  When it comes to worship, people should not do whatever finds favor in their eyes.  “Hishamer lekhah pen taaleh olotekhah bekhol makom asher tireh, be careful not to make a sacrifice in what place you see.”

The Torah is commanding us that we must focus our worship behind the commandments of God.  If we are not focused, in the end we are worshipping ourselves.  

Elul is the time to focus ourselves and to remind ourselves to follow God’s direction.  The blueprint for this focus is the Torah and even if we have grown distracted Elul is the moment to channel our attention properly.

Having focus is something that our society especially struggles with.  There are so many great ways to waste our time and distract us.  Our attention span gets less and less.  It used to be that based upon the time span of television commercials our attention span was fifteen minutes long.  Now that Youtube allows videos of only ten minutes in length, our attention span it seems is even shorter.

But I remember watching those athletes at the Olympics.  Before they compete by jumping into the pool or performing a gymnastics routine, or running a race they completely change their focus.  Their expressions change.  Their faces grow tense.  They close their eyes, change their breathing and tune out the world.  They recognize that next thirty seconds or three minutes is what they have been working for their whole life.  With every ounce of energy in their body, they want to succeed.
This is what the month of Elul is supposed to help us do.  It reminds us to focus.  It is so easy during the year to get distracted and grow apart from Hashem.  We are supposed to repent every day, but how can we do that with all the noise going on in the world.  

So Hashem gave us the month of Elul.  This is the time to refocus and tune everything out.  This is the time to remember that the next thirty days are what we have been working towards in our life.  How we act in the next thirty days will determine whether or not we feel the closeness of God over the yamim noraim.  If we focus now, we will succeed when the time comes.
This leads to a third lesson about how to succeed in the month of Elul.

The Torah warns us in this week’s portion not to eat the blood of an animal.  “Rak chazk livilti echol hadam, be strong and do not eat the blood.”

Why does the Torah have to tell us: “Be strong”? Of all the temptations to sin that I have encountered in life, the desire to eat blood ranks way down on that scale.  

Rashi explains that the Torah is teaching us that if the warning against eating blood which is such an easy commandment to observe requires enormous vigilance, how much more so the other mitzvoth of the Torah must require vigilance.

Elul is the month of vigilance.  We let our vigilance down during the year.  It is hard to be vigilant for 365 days.  But for one month we can be chazak.  We can be strong and we can grow and succeed.  
But the way to succeed is through vigilance about the mitzvoth.  It is often the case that we attend to our mitzvoth in a distracted fashion.  In Elul, we should pay closer attention to the commandments; we should perform them with greater intensity, and greater scrupulousness.  We should set higher bars for ourselves in our devotion to God.

In Elul, we must choose, we must focus and we must be vigilant.

As a community we add mitzvoth in the month of Elul.  We add the shofar and we add a psalm.  On an individual level, if we want to succeed we need to do this as well.  If there are commandments we have been lax in, now is the time to rise.  Whether it be prayer, study, charity, or interpersonal behavior, Elul demands more.

Sometimes people think of the shofar as a siren.  It is a warning for us to wake up before we miss the whole season of repentance.  But I prefer to think of it as a musical instrument—God’s musical instrument.  Hashem is serenading and inviting us to come closer and closer to Him.  He is calling us to his chamber.  He is telling us that He loves and inviting us to love Him back.  Will we allow ourselves to listen to His call?
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