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Bringing the Farbrengen Home

THE ART OF TESHUVA

by Rabbi Zalman Dubinsky
Rosh Yeshiva, Morristown NJ

We are in the midst of Elul. But how much can I really
change? After all, | know myself — my personality, my
habits, my weaknesses and my history.

Perhaps the secret of Teshuvah lies in understanding
who that “I” really is.

Every morning and evening we say, “Shema Yisrael,
Hashem Elokeinu, Hashem Echad” — “Hear O Israel,
Hashem is our G-d, Hashem is One! Havayah, the
name we pronounce as Hashem, represents the G-dly
reality that transcends nature and its limitations — a
reality in which there is nothing independent of
Hashem; everything is about Him. And then comes the
extraordinary word: Elokeinu — our G-d. This G-dly
reality is not merely something | believe in or connect
to. It defines who | am. My deepest identity is not an
independent “me” who happens to have Hashem in
my life. My very identity is that | am His and my life is
about Him.

Perhaps we can hear the words Hashem Elokeinu this
way: Havayah — everything is about Hashem. Elokeinu
— that is who I am.

We naturally identify ourselves with what we
consciously experience: what | think, what | feel, what
| want, what | understand. Because this is the “me” that

| experience, | assume this is who | am. But is it?

I may have a tremendous desire for a certain food, but
I will not walk ten miles or spend a thousand dollars to
get it. Yet a Yid may walk miles and make considerable
sacrifices to hear the shofar on Rosh Hashanah, even
without consciously feeling a greater desire for the
mitzvah.

What |

necessarily what | want most deeply.

consciously want most strongly is not

My conscious experience is real, but it is not my
deepest identity. At the core of a Yid is a neshamah
whose identity is Hashem Elokeinu. The deepest “I”
does not say, “My life is about me, and Hashem is an
important part of my life It says: My life is not about
me. My life is about Hashem.

What Hashem wants from me is not something
imposed upon the real me from the outside. At the
deepest level, what Hashem wants is what | want —
because this is who | really am. And because this “I"
is rooted in Havayah, beyond the limitations of
nature, it is ultimately not defined by my personality,
my habits, my past or what | presently believe myself
theme of Elul:

capable of. This is a central

discovering who the true “I" is.

And that changes our understanding of Teshuvah.
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Teshuvah is not asking the old to somehow

become a different person. Teshuvah is returning to
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the true “I” — to the neshamah for whom Hashem is

not an addition to life, but the very meaning of life.

upn

But discovering the true “I” cannot remain an idea.
We bring it into our conscious lives by adding in
Torah, putting more into our tefillah, and increasing
in tzedakah and mitzvos. And perhaps we can begin
with the words themselves. Every time we say a
bracha — even a bracha over something we eat —
perhaps we can pause at the words Hashem
Elokeinu and remember: Havayah — everything is
about Hashem. Elokeinu — that is who | am.

And this is also where true simcha — true joy —
begins. As long as my life revolves around what |
need and whether life is going the way | hoped, my
simcha depends upon circumstances. But when | live
from the true “I” the question becomes: What does
Hashem want from me right now? Wherever | find
myself, there is something Hashem wants from me
here — and there is simcha in living what | am here
to live. This is the art of Teshuvah: not becoming
somebody else, but returning to who | really am.
May our Teshuvah bring the Geulah Shleimah,
speedily in our days. @

THE DELAYED BRIS

by Rabbi Shaul Wertheimer

The Shabbos before Rosh Hashana is known by
many as Shabbos Selichos. Although Sefardic
Jews begin reciting the penitential prayers
known as Selichot at the beginning of the
month of Elul, Ashkenazi Jews gather at
halachic midnight after the Shabbos before
Rosh Hashana to begin reciting these special
prayers. It's a sign that there is no turning back,
Rosh Hashana is coming, the new year is nearly
upon us.

At this very elevated time of year in 1967, a few
months after the Six Day War, something was
bothering the Rebbe. Just a month earlier that
summer, G.S., a yeshiva student in New York,
wanted to travel home to Toronto to visit his
parents. As was customary, he wrote a note to
the Rebbe with his
responded to him that while there he should

request. The Rebbe

make a point of speaking about the month of
Elul, and Hashem would certainly bless him
with success.

But what did What
specifically should he speak about? G.S. wrote a

the Rebbe mean?

follow-up note, delivering it via the secretariat.
The Rebbe clarified that he meant that he
should speak about the acronyms for the
month of Elul that are written in the Torah. For
example, one such acronym is Ani I'Dodi v’'Dodi
Li, I am to my Beloved and my Beloved is to me
(a verse in Song of Songs); there are other
scriptural verses that are acronyms for Elul, as
well, although Ani I'Dodi is the most well-
known.

Yet G.S. still did not understand what this
response meant and again wrote a note to the
Rebbe asking, “Are these things not already
known? Don't people know what these
acronyms are? And what does it mean that the
acronyms are written in the Torah?” The Rebbe
again responded to him, but this response was

not publicized.
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Wishing you a happy & sweet new year!

G.S. went home to Toronto and while he was
there he shared some of the teachings from
the Rebbe that he had learned. He also spent
some time assisting others in doing the
mitzvah of tefillin (the now-famous tefillin
campaign had been initiated by the Rebbe

earlier that year).

Shortly thereafter he returned to New York, yet
was not quite pleased with what he had
accomplished while in Toronto. He felt that he
had not done something specific regarding the
month of Elul as the Rebbe had told him to,
and wrote as such to the Rebbe.

That first Shabbos back in New York there was
a farbrengen (gathering) at which the Rebbe
addressed at length the concept found in the
Midrash that, “one who begins a mitzvah - we
tell him to complete it” (see Rashi on Deut.8:1).

After a thorough analysis and comparison to a
similar Talmudic phrase, the Rebbe offered a
practical lesson in his signature style. Even
though the previous generations were on a
higher spiritual level than we are, nevertheless,
we are the ones who will usher in the
Messianic era, that is, we are the ones to finish
the job. Yet at the same time -- if you started a
mitzvah, we tell you to finish it -- since the
process of spreading the wellsprings of
Chassidus ushering in the Messianic era has

already begun, it's up to us to complete it.

After this farbrengen, G.S. felt that perhaps the
Rebbe was speaking to him, and again wrote a
note to the Rebbe. | don’t know exactly what
he wrote, but the Rebbe replied along the
same lines as the farbrengen: Since he'd
already started his work in Toronto, he should
go back and finish the job.

So he returned to Toronto. He asked the
Canadian Rabbinate to make a proclamation
regarding the tefillin campaign, and also visited
a university. He met a student on campus who
told him that his parents had forsaken the
religion and he had never received a bris milah,

a circumcision.

G.S. spoke to the university student, encouraging
him to get a bris milah. The student agreed, and
made arrangements with a mohel who was also a
doctor, setting a time for two months later. Upon
returning to New York, G.S. wrote a report to the
Rebbe of his activities in Toronto, including the
news about this university student who would be
getting a bris in the coming months. Motzei
Shabbos Selichos of that year, the Rebbe wrote a
response to the report submitted by G.S.:

“Mavhil”
points. The

- underlined with three exclamation

best translation | can think of is
shocking or appalling. It should be noted that the
Rebbe was not one to communicate in hyperbole.
In other words, it is shocking that - once this
student has already agreed to get a bris - that it
should be delayed for so long. “Speak to him again,”
the note continued, “and certainly you can find
some way to do it as early as possible. And by that |
mean a matter of days [not months]” (emphasis in

the original note).

Stressing the importance of bris milah, the Rebbe
added that 13 covenants were made for this
particular mitzvah, whereas only three covenants
were made for the entirety of all the mitzvos of the
Torah [editor’s note: the three covenants appear in
this week’s Parsha Nitzavim]. The Rebbe then adds a
reference to the laws of bris milah in Rambam, who
writes, “Come and see how severe a matter
circumcision is. Moses, our teacher, was not granted
[fulfilling this
mitzvah], even though he was traveling”

even a temporary respite from

This refers to the episode (Ex.4:24) when Moses
took his newborn son, Eliezer, and returned to
Egypt. He did not circumcise him immediately and,
therefore, an angel came in the form of a snake and
swallowed him. Moses’ wife Tziporah realized the
source of the problem and circumcised her son.
After this, the angel retracted. (See Nedarim 32a). In
quoting part of this statement from Rambam, the
Rebbe underlined the words “Moshe Rabbeinu, of
blessed memory” and “temporary [respite].” Perhaps
this was to indicate that even someone on the
spiritual level of Moses cannot wait for a mitzvah.

o Pearls of the Chida

The verse states, “And you will return to
Hashem, your G-d” (Devarim 30:2). The
Hebrew word for “and you will return”
JaYI, can also be read as “and Shabbos”
This alludes to the idea that teshuva will
not last without keeping Shabbos.

Shabbos and Teshuva need each other.
Moreover, the word “to” in the verse, Ty,
can be read [with a tzeirei instead of a
patach under the letter ayin, and will thus
be pronoucned] as eid, witness. Rambam
writes that when you do proper Teshuva,
Hashem will bear witness that you will not
sin again.

-Nachal Kedumim, Nitzavim

When it comes to doing a mitzvah, every moment is
critical. Anticipating possible reasons for delaying,
the Rebbe concluded, “If it's an issue of a financial
expenditure, then take the money necessary from
the secretariat”’

Shabbos Selichos
heightened emotional and spiritual times of the

Motzei is one of the most
year. Even at such a time - when many would be
preoccupied with their own personal spiritual
preparations - the Rebbe carved time to write a
note regarding a university student who was
planning on doing a mitzvah - but not at the

earliest opportunity.

Bris milah is a very unique mitzvah, in that it leaves
a tangible mark on the person. Yet in truth, every
mitzvah leaves a mark on a person, it's just that we
aren't necessarily able to see it.

With only a few days left before the new year, the
Rebbe was disturbed that someone else had an
opportunity for something good, to do a mitzvah,
but it was going to be delayed. Even - or perhaps
specifically - at the most spiritually charged times,
great people think beyond themselves.

* Based on Likkutei Sichos vol.17, p.473; Hiskashrus vol.1362, p. 11;
Likkutei Sichos vol. 19, p. 94-105
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