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The Biblical Roots of Elul and the Ten Days of Penitence
Elul. Days of Fear or Love?
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Although the sounding of the shofar on the New Year is a decree of the Written Law, still it has a deep
meaning, as if saying, “Awake, awake O sleeper, from your sleep; O slumberers, arouse yourselves
from your slumbers; examine your deeds, return in repentance, and remember your Creator. Those of
you who forget the truth in the follies of the times and go astray the whole year in vanity and
emptiness which neither profit nor save, look to your souls; improve your ways and works. Abandon,
every one of you, his evil course and the thought that is not good.”

It is necessary, therefore, that each person should regard himself throughout the year as if he were

half innocent and half guilty and should regard the whole of mankind as half innocent and half guilty.
If then he commits one more sin, he presses down the scale of guilt against himself and the whole
world and causes his destruction. If he fulfills one commandment, he turns the scale of merit in his
favor and in favor of the whole world, and brings salvation and deliverance to all his fellow creatures
and to himself...

Because of these considerations, all Jews are accustomed to increase their charities and other good
deeds from the New Year to the Day of Atonement and engage in meritorious actions during this
period to a greater degree than during the rest of the year.
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Tur (Rabbi Jacob son of the Rosh, Baal HaTurim)

It is taught in Pirkei D'R' Eliezer that on Rosh Hodesh Elul, God instructed Moshe to ascend the
mountain to receive the second tablets of stone. A Shofar was sounded in the camp, as Moses
ascended the mountain so that they not err yet again after idolatry. God was raised with that Shofar
blast, as it states (Psalms 47:6) "God ascended with the Terua." And this is the reason that the Rabbis
instituted that the Shofar be sounded on Rosh Chodesh Elul each year — so as to warn Israel that they
repent ... and to confuse Satan. In Ashkenaz the minhag is to sound the shofar every morning and
evening after prayers.

3. The Egel Timeline (according to Rashi 33:11)
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...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 Sinai]. ...He spent forty days there
and begged for mercy, as it is said: “And | 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 |
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...
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4. God’s Distance; Israel’s Remorse
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33 The Lord said to Moses, “Depart; go up from here, you and the people whom you have brought up
out of the land of Egypt, to the land of which | swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob ...but | will not go
up among you, lest | consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people.”

4 When the people heard this disastrous word, they mourned...

”Now Moses took the tent and pitched it outside the camp, a good distance from the camp, and he
called it the tent of meeting. And everyone who sought the LORD would go out to the tent of meeting
which was outside the camp. 8 And it came about, whenever Moses went out to the tent, that all the
people would arise and stand, each at the entrance of his tent, and gaze after Moses until he entered
the tent.  Whenever Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend and stand at the
entrance of the tent; and the LorD would speak with Moses. 1* When all the people saw the pillar of
cloud standing at the entrance of the tent, all the people would arise and worship, each at the
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entrance of his tent. ! The LoRD used to speak to Moses face to face, just as a man speaks to his
friend.

5. God’s Face
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6. "Two tablets of stone as the first"
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34 The LorD said to Moses, “Hew for yourself two tablets of stone like the first, and | will write on
the tablets the words that were on the first tablets, which you broke. ... and come up in the
morning to Mount Sinai, and present yourself there to me on the top of the mountain...

5The Lorp descended in the cloud and stood with him there, and proclaimed the name of the Lorb.
5The LORD passed before him and proclaimed: “The LORD, the LoRD, a God merciful and gracious, slow
to anger, and abounding in steadfastlove and faithfulness, ”keeping steadfast love for
thousands,@forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the
guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children, to the third and
the fourth generation.”

8 And Moses quickly bowed and prostrated himself. ° And he said, “If now | have found favor in your
sight, O Lord, please let the Lord go in the midst of us, although it is a stiff-necked people, and
pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for your inheritance.” 1° And he said, “Behold, | am
making a covenant...

7. The first Tablets.
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3118 He gave Moses the two tablets of the testimony, tablets of stone, written by the finger of God...

3216 The tablets were God’s work, and the writing was God’s writing engraved on the tablets.
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"And | shall write on the tablets the words": ... The first tablets were inscribed only with the Ten
Commandments, but now that you have expressed remorse, | give you midrash, halachot and
aggada...

The meaning behind all this is that the first set of tablets did not include the power to create new
laws; only those that Moses received...

The second set of tablets, however, authorized every distinguished scholar to create laws ... And for
this reason, the Holy One ordered that the second set be engraved by Moses, not because they
were unworthy of Divine inscription, but to teach that new legislation authorized by these tablets are
with the partnership of human endeavor with the help of Heaven, just as the tablets themselves
were the work of Moshe and the script of God the writing was also with Moshe's participation.

9. Likkutei Torah — Rav Shneur Zalman of Liadi
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It is like a king who, before he enters the city, the people of the city go out to greet him in the field.
There, everyone who so desires is permitted to meet him; he receives them all with a cheerful
countenance and shows a smiling face to them all. And when he goes to the city, they follow him
there. Later, however, after he enters his royal palace, none can enter into his presence except by
appointment, and only special people and select individuals. So, too, by analogy, the month of Elul is
when we meet G-d in the field... (Likkutei Torah, Re'ei 32b; see also Likkutei Sichot, vol Il p. 632 ff.)
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He has not beheld misfortune in Jacob, nor has he seen trouble in Israel. The LORD their God is with
them, and the shout of a king is among them.
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