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From Elul to Yom Kippur:
Calculating the
40 days of Rachamim

Rav Moshe Boruch Kaufman, Machon Aleh Zayis

The Tur at the beginning of Hilchos

Rosh Hashanah (Siman 581) quotes
Pirkei D’Rabi Eliezer as saying that on Rosh Chodesh Elul Hashem
told Moshe Rabbeinu to accept the second set of Luchos, and they
blew shofar in the camp on that day. We blow shofar
on Rosh Chodesh Elul to commemorate this, and to
instruct the nation to do teshuvah.

The Magen Avrohom (581:2) quotes many
Acharonim (Maharshal, the Levush, Ma’asais
Binyamin and the Shelah) as well as Mateh Moshe
in the name of Maharil (Minhagim Yomim Noraim
#5) who say this means that we should blow the
shofar on 30 Av, the first day of Rosh Chodesh Elul.
They reason that since Moshe Rabbeinu was on the
mountain for 40 days, we must begin our count
with 30 Av, since Elul has only 29 days; if we start
from 1 Elul we only have 39 days until Yom Kippur.

Some Acharonim defend our minhag of blowing
only from 1 Elul, since we have a second day of
Rosh Hashanah to blow shofar that makes up for
the “lost” day of shofar on 30 Av. However, this explanation is
problematic.

First, the initial shofar blowing is to commemorate specifically
Moshe Rabbeinu’s ascent up the mountain. It was only later that
the minhag of blowing shofar the entire month of Elul developed.
If so, how does the shofar-blowing of 2 Tishrei (the second day
of Rosh Hashanah) commemorate the initial ascent of 30 Av?
Secondly, even if we add the second day of Rosh Hashanah, we
are still one day short, the fortieth, since Yom Kippur is observed
only on 10 Tishrei and not on the 11th (even in chutz laaretz).

The Magen Avraham (ibid.) defends our minhag
of commencing the shofar-blowing on 1 Elul based on Tosfos in
Bava Kamma (82a). Tosfos explains there that the reason that
Monday and Thursday were chosen for reading the Torah, and the
fact that they are days of rachamim, is that Moshe Rabbeinu went
up to accept the Luchos Acharonos on a Thursday (Rosh Chodesh
Elul) and came down on a Monday (Yom Kippur). If 1 Elul was on
a Thursday, we must say that in that year Elul had 30 days (a rare
occurrence), and that there were 40 days from 1 Elul until 10
Tishrei, and thus, even though today we have only 29 days of Elul,
we are nevertheless commemorating the day Moshe went up,
which in that year fell 40 days before Yom Kippur.

Rav Yisachar Ber Rotenberg zt"],
the Voideslover Rav

It is interesting that Tosfos (ibid.) quotes two
different opinions. According to Seder HaOlam,
Moshe Rabbeinu went up on 29 or 30 Av, but according to the
Tanchuma Moshe went up on 1 Elul. It would seem that the
Acharonim who endorse blowing shofar on 30 Av follow the Seder
HaOlam, whereas our minhag to blow on 1 Elul follows Tanchuma.
This machlokes hinges on another question: When did Moshe
ascend after cheit ha'eigel to daven for Bnai Yisrael? According to
Seder HaOlam, Moshe went up right away on 18 Tammuz and
finished that set of forty days on 28 Av. Immediately
afterwards (the next day), on 29 or 30 Av, he went up
for the third set of forty days. However, according to
Tanchuma, on 18 Tammuz Moshe judged those who
had sinned with the eigel, and he didn’t go up until
19 Tammuz. Therefore, those 40 days ended only
either on 29 or 30 Av, and Moshe didn’t go up again
until 1 Elul. The meforshim point out that in Parshas
Eikev (as well as in Parshas Yisro) Rashi follows Seder
HaOlam that Moshe went up on Erev Rosh Chodesh
Elul, while in Ki Sisa Rashi follows Tanchuma.

The Baal Haturim in Parshas
Vayakhel says that Yom Kippur that year fell on
Tuesday; on Motzoei Yom Kippur (Wednesday)
Moshe told Bnai Yisrael to donate to the Mishkan
for the next two days (baboker baboker), Thursday
and Friday; on the third day he told them to stop for Shabbos. We
can explain this Baal Haturim based on Tosfos saying that they
made Elul 30 days. If, in accordance with Seder HaOlam, Moshe
went up on 30 Av, which was Thursday, then Yom Kippur was
Tuesday, not Monday. As far as Tosfos saying that Moshe came
down on Monday, perhaps Tur followed Pirkei D’ Rabi Eliezer
that Moshe came down on the eve of Yom Kippur. This might
explain the minhag of saying the pasuk 71272 >nno immediately
at the onset of Yom Kippur.

Most communities say the tefillah of Yom Kippur

Koton at least once a year, on Erev Rosh Chodesh
Elul; simply understood, since the month of Elul is the last month
of the year with yemei hadin around the corner, it is an appropriate
time to say these tefillos (see Mateh Ephrayim 581:3, Ketzeh
Hamateh #9). But the Voideslover Rav zt”] says that there is a
deeper connection. On Erev Rosh Chodesh Elul, Hashem accepted
Moshe Rabbeinu’s plea and was moichel Bnei Yisrael, and now the
next step of the final 40 days was in place leading up to the final
kapparah of Yom Kippur. Therefore, Erev Rosh Chodesh Elul is in
a sense a mini-Yom Kippur, as the original kapparah process
began then and so it does every year. This corresponds to the
calculation of the Seder HaOlam as opposed to the Tanchuma.
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