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If we would have been living in Russia or Poland two hundred years ago we could have expected the following scenario to happen tonight.  After Shabbas we would have gone to sleep and then a few minutes before midnight we would have heard three knocks on our door.  The town crier would have shouted in our window: “Urah na, wake up, hitorreru nah, awaken, kumu nah, arise, lavodas ha-boreh, to serve the creator.”  And everyone would then quickly arise for Selichot prayers--men, women, and children. 
We are not living in Russia in the year 1808.  But let everyone here have fair warning: Today instead of a town crier, I have a cell phone and text messaging!

Tonight begins the first night of Selichot services.  Selichot are penitential prayers that we begin in the middle of the night, on the first Saturday night that is at least four days prior to Rosh Hashanah.  In this prayer service we ask God to hear our prayers and have mercy upon us.  We beg Hashem over and over again for forgiveness.  

Many of the Selichot prayers are difficult for us to understand because we are not used to some of the words and also because each day has at least one specific poem or piyyut added to the service.   Since the piyyut is poetry it requires heavy analysis for proper understanding.  But the central part of Selichot is easy to understand.  It is where we continually ask Hashem to use His thirteen attributes of mercy when judging us.  The theme of Selichot is asking God to hear our prayers and forgive us.
The minimum of at least four days of penitential prayers corresponds to the number of days one must observe an animal designated for sacrifice before offering it on the altar.  An animal must be watched for four days to make sure it does not have a mum, or a disqualifying blemish.  So too, we must watch ourselves for a minimum of four days before we come to Hashem in prayer.

There are two reasons why we always start Selichot on a Saturday night.  One reason is practical.  We want to standardize our liturgy so people do not get confused and for this reason we always begin on a Saturday night.  

A second reason is recorded in the work Leket Yosher, a 15th c. Austrian work written by R. Yosef ben Moshe.  
According to the Leket Yosher we start Selichot on a Saturday night because it is close to Shabbat.  On Shabbat people have off from work and thus more time to engage in Torah study.  Thus on Saturday night the people rejoice from having studied Torah all day and also from the general delight of the Shabbat.  And the rabbis teach in Tractate Shabbat that the Divine Presence will only rest upon us when we have simcha, rejoicing.  “Thus it is most appropriate to pray with simchah shel mitzvah, the rejoicing of the mitzvah.”
At first glance, this idea is counterintuitive.  Usually when we ask for forgiveness from a person we express contrition, not overwhelming joy.  But when we ask forgiveness from Hashem we are joyous because we know that He will grant it.  Leket Yosher teaches us that when it comes to the penitential prayers of Selichot, the key to their success is reciting them with joy.  The teaching is that we need joy in order to bring Hashem’s presence upon us.  If we are not happy then God does not want to rest upon us.  Indeed, we declare in Selichot, “Tevienu el har kadshekhah vesamchenu be-veit tefilatekhah, bring us to your mountain top so that we may rejoice in your house of prayer.”
It is for this reason that in our congregation we always have a small concert or a kumzits before our Saturday night Selichot service.  We want to get in the proper framework of joy and gladness for when we declare in the selichot service: lishmoah el harinah, to hear the sounds of our song.

The necessity of joy in serving God appears twice in this morning’s parshah, once as a negative and once as a positive.
The parshah lists terrible curses that will come upon us as a nation. The curses are so horrific that we wonder what we did wrong to receive this punishment.  Says the Torah (Deuteronomy 28:47), we are punished with the curses, “tachas asher lo avadata et Hashem elokechah be-simcha e-ve-tuv levav, because we did not serve God with rejoicing and a full heart.” 

It is not because we did not serve God that we are punished, but because we did not serve God with rejoicing.  If we don’t have joy in our heart when we serve Hashem then we are missing the essence of the prayers which is to express gratitude to Hashem for all that He does for us.  

Such joy based upon gratitude for Hashem is the essential aspect of the bikurim ceremony which begins the parshah.  We are commanded to take our first fruits and go up to the Temple and say to Hashem: “Thank you for taking us out of Egypt and for bringing us to this land and making us into a great nation.”  And when we bring up the bikurim we are supposed to rejoice, as God commands us, “Ve-samachta be-khol hatov, you must be happy for all the good that God has given you.”
So we have to be joyous to truly feel God’s presence. How do we attain such joy in our lives?  It is not so easy.  I know…it is true…you can come and dance and sing before the prayer service.  But that is just to prepare us for the prayer service.  That is a momentary joy.  How do we attain a lasting joy?
We can attain a truly lasting joy by making ourselves complete.  The purpose of the extra Selichot prayers we recite is supposed to focus us on making ourselves complete.  

Shai Agnon records a story about a man who came to visit the holy rabbi, Reb Mordechai of Nadvorne.  Since it was just before Rosh Hashanah, the visitor asked permission to leave early.  The rebbe said to him: “What is your hurry?”  The visitor replied, “I need to study the prayer book before the holiday.’  The rebbe responded: “The Machzor is exactly the same as last year.   You are better off studying yourself instead!”

Ultimately, our rabbis teach us that we make ourselves complete by helping others.  In his Laws of Repentance, Maimonides singles out Baalei Lashon Harah, people who are serial gossipers as an example of egregious sinners who are denied a place in the World to Come.  We cannot expect to be complete in our service of God unless we are sensitive to others.   And, more than that, the more we work on helping others in this holy period, the closer we will become to God and the more joyous our prayers will be.  (It is for this reason that it is so appropriate that the OU designated today, National Lashon Harah Awareness Day.)
This idea is told beautifully in a short story by I. L. Peretz called “If Not Higher,” which even if you have heard before it is worth hearing again.

Every year on Friday morning, at the time of Selichot, the rebbi of Nemirov would vanish.  No one knew where he was.  

The Chassidim believed he was surely in heaven taking care of his important business before the Days of Awe.  The rebbe was surely up there arguing on behalf of Jews and defending them from Satan.

But there was one Litvak in the town.  He was a cynic, and he laughed at the Chassidim.  The Litvak said that even Moses did not actually go up to Heaven, so how could this rebbe go up to Heaven every Friday.

 The Litvak took it upon himself to discover where the rebbe was.  That night, after Maariv, the Litvak snuck into the rabbi’s room and hid under the bed.  He kept himself awake by reciting passages from the Talmud by heart, all the while waiting to see where the rebbe would go.

Meanwhile the rebbe lay awake all night.  The Litvak heard him groaning and moaning and sobbing all night.  When the rebbe of Nemirov groaned he was groaning for all of Israel.  So much suffering lay in each groan!  

Finally, the Litvak heard the beds in the house creak; he heard people running around and leaving for shul.  Everyone in the house left, except the rebbe.

Then the rebbe got out of bed.   He went to the closet and took out peasant clothes: linen trousers, high boots, a coat, a big felt hat, and a long, wide leather belt studded with brass nails. The rebbe stopped in the kitchen and picked up an axe.

The Litvak followed the rebbe to a forest that stood on the outskirts of the town.

The rebbe entered the forest. The Litvak watched as the rebbe cut down a small tree and chopped it into a bundle of wood. Then the rebbe made his way back to town.

He stopped at a back street besides a small, broken-down shack and knocked at the window.

"Who is there?" asked a frightened voice. The Litvaks recognized it as the voice of a sick Jewish woman.

"I" answers the rabbi in the accent of a peasant.

"What do you want?"

"I have wood to sell, very cheap." And not waiting for the woman’s reply, he went into the house.

A sick woman, wrapped in rags, lay on the bed. She complained bitterly, "Buy? How can I buy? Where will a poor widow get money?"

"I’ll lend it to you," answered the rebbe. "It’s only six cents."

"And who will kindle the fire?" asked the widow? "Have I the strength to get up? My son is at work."

"I’ll kindle the fire," answered the rebbe.

As the rebbe put the wood into the oven he recited, in a groan, the first portion of the Selichot.

As he kindled the fire and the wood burned brightly, he recited, more joyously, the second portion of Selichot. When the fire was set, he recited the third portion, and by this time the rebbe was beaming with joy.

From then on, when another disciple would tell how the rabbi of Nemirov ascended to heaven at the time of the Penitential Prayers, the Litvak always added, "If not higher."

My friends this year we too have a chance to go higher.  We can do so by completing ourselves through helping others and being sensitive to their needs.  And if we can do that then we can hope to feel the joy of God’s presence when we pray.  Hopefully, we will do so when we gather together, tonight at 11. 
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