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Say It or Know It?

When we ask Hashem for forgiveness, it is not our
request that is selichah; rather, we are looking to Hashem
for selichah. Why then, are these tefillos referred to as
Selichos; wouldn’t tachanunim be more appropriate?

Rav Shmuel Munkes, a chassid of the Baal HaTanya,
was once traveling during the days of Selichos, and found
lodging with a simple rural couple. When they got up in the
middle of the night for Selichos, they woke up their guest as
well. Feigning ignorance, he asked the couple what Selichos
is. Surprised that this bearded gentleman had never heard
of Selichos, they explained that Selichos is beseeching
Hashem. “Why beseech Hashem? What will happen if you
don’t ask?” They explained that they owned a barn with
three cows. If they did not daven, the cows wouldn’t give
milk, and without food or income, the poritz would evict
them from the property. The chassid remarked: “T've heard
of babies waking up in the middle of the night to cry for
milk, but I've never heard of adults awakening to cry for
milk.”

To call these requests Tachanunim would imply they are
supplications for material needs. The label Selichos reminds
us that we have sinned. Instead of stating explicitly that
we have sinned, we couch it in softer language, and refer to
it as Selichos — atonements. We are not coming to Hashem
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to request that our physical needs be filled, but to request
forgiveness.

The simple couple may have been naive, but we might be
worse. They understood that the stakes are high on Rosh
Hashanah: if Hashem would not give their cows milk, they
would be in deep trouble. In the olden days in general,
living in privation, people were more aware that Hashem
controlled their lives. If someone was sick, or there was a
drought, there was nothing to do but say Tehillim. It was
obvious to them to beseech Hashem on Rosh Hashanah.

Today, unfortunately, we are disconnected from that
reality. We may know that we are in the days of Selichos, and
Rosh Hashanah is almost upon us; but there’s knowing,
and there’s knowing. Rav Levi Yitzchak of Bardichev would
relate that once upon his return from a trip to the holy
Maggid, his father-in-law asked him what he had learned.
He replied, “Now I know there is a Master of the World.”
His father-in-law, who was not impressed, retorted: “Ask
the maid; even she knows that there is a Master of the
World!” Rav Levi Yitzchak responded: “She says it; I know
it.” We know that Rosh Hashanah is approaching; we say
Selichos; but we must feel it deep in our hearts. ni»a nYT
3227 5% mav — You shall know this day, and take to your
heart (Devarim 4:39). There is a big difference between

knowing and taking to heart.
(Rav Shaul Alter Moadim - Machon Aleh Zayis)
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