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Both of our Holy Temples were destroyed on the ninth of Av. Is that only a reflection of the
gravity of the day, or does it also indicate that the Second Temple was never independent of the
First? Does our history reflect two Temples and two exiles, or are we still suffering from one long
exile? Was the Second Temple period really a redemption?

On the surface' this would appear to be a dispute between the Ramban and the Abarbanel.

Exile is predicted and detailed twice in the Torah. Once in the 26th chapter of Vayikra and again
in the 28th chapter of Devarim. The Ramban (Vayikra 26:16) understands this dichotomy to
indicate two distinct historical periods; namely, the First and Second Temple periods
respectively. The Abarbanel (Ibid. verse 27), however, sees too much overlap in both cause as
well as substance to distinguish absolutely between Vayikra and Devarim in that regard. He
therefore illustrates a single exile with a brief reprieve, whose purpose went unfulfilled. In his
view, the return to the Land of Israel and the rebuilding of the Temple was intended to facilitate
the necessary repentance,” but it was not a true redemption.?

! It seems that the dispute is rather technical. Even though the Ramban insists that Vayikra details only the first exile
and Devarim only the second, he also writes that there was no repentance done for the sins causing the first exile, only
confessions by the leadership. He also admits that there are certain verses that refer to both exiles even in Vayikra.

2 Although cryptic, see the response of the prophet Zechariah (Zechariah 7) to the question of observing fast days
relating to the destruction of the First Temple and exile after the return to Zion and rebuilding of the Second Temple.
3 There is a subtlety in a passage of the Talmud that also reflects this. The Talmud (Yoma S4a) relates that when the
Jewish People would arrive at the Temple during the shalosh regalim (three festivals), the curtain before the Holy of
Holies was opened allowing them to view the cherubim atop the ark embracing (reflecting a love between Hashem and
His people). The Talmud questions the allowance for this viewing based on a prohibition of the Levites to look at the
Holy Ark when it was being covered prior to the transport of the Mishkan. The Talmud resolves this problem by
distinguishing between the period prior and subsequent to the construction of the Temple. Before the construction of
the Temple, the relationship between Hashem and His people was not yet comfortable enough to allow for such
intimacy. After the Temple was built, it is as if husband and wife have their own home and she is now comfortable
enough to allow for intimacy. The Talmud then questions this resolution based on an incident during the Second
Temple period where a Kohen discovered the location where the Holy Ark had been hidden. So that no one would be
able to view it, the Kohen died before he could indicate the precise location. This was after the Temple was built! To
which the Talmud answers that this incident was during the Second Temple period and that was a period of divorce.
The language of the Talmud is remarkable. Instead of referring to the Second Temple period as a period of reunion
involving a degree of hesitation, or even suspicion, the Talmud refers to it as a period of divorce.
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It follows, according to the Abarbanel, that we cannot view the causes and resolutions of the two

periods as disparate. There was, in reality, only one exile, and the causes are found leading up to

the first. This would force us to contextualize a famous passage in the Talmud regarding the

cause of our current exile.

Why was the first Temple destroyed? Because of three things
that were present: Idolatry, sexual immorality and
bloodshed ... however, the Second Temple, when they were
involved in Torah, mitzvos and acts of kindness, why was it
destroyed? Due to baseless hatred that was present. This
teaches you that baseless hatred is equal to three sins:
idolatry, sexual immorality and bloodshed.
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According to the Abarbanel, the 70 years of exile after the destruction of the First Temple atoned

for the violations of shmittah and yovel, but the People of Israe

| never properly repented for all of

their other wrongdoing. The Land of Israel and even a Temple structure was provided after 70

years, but only to facilitate full repentance.* This opportunity was squandered and the Temple

structure lost due to baseless hatred. Apparently, as long as there was unity among the people,

fixing the real problem was possible; the potential existed for a teshuvah movement en masse.

However, once there was baseless hatred and the unity gone, the place of unity, the Second

Temple, was lost as well. Baseless hatred destroyed the facilitator of teshuvah; but the teshuvah

was not supposed to be for baseless hatred! The teshuvah was

supposed to be for that which

caused the first exile. According to the above passage in the Talmud, the cause would appear to be
idolatry, sexual immorality and bloodshed. The Mishna (Avos 5:9) reflects this as well.’

However, Chazal point out additional sins that contributed, perhaps equally, to the destruction

of the First Temple and subsequent exile’. Among them is an explicit statement from the

prophet Yirmiyahu in the name of Hashem.

Rav Yehuda said, “Rav said, What does the verse mean
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this? And who is he to whom the mouth of the Lord has spoken,
that he may declare it? Why is the land ruined?” Regarding this
the sages said and did not explain it, the prophets said and did
not explain it, until God Himself explained it, as it says (ibid.),
“God said because they abandoned My Torah that I gave before
them.”” Rav Yehuda said, “Rav said, “They did not make the

blessing on the Torah first.
Bava Metzia 85a
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* The fact that the Divine Presence and Holy Ark, among several other important items, were lacking in the Second

Temple (Yoma 21b) would seem to validate this approach.

3 “Exile comes to the world for idolatry, sexual immorality, bloodshed an

d failure to observe shmittah and yovel.”

¢ See Bava Metzia 30b, Shabbos 119b, and the section dealing with the destruction in Gittin. There are also

statements made in midrashim and even in Rishonim.
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How can we resolve this contradiction, why should a failure to recite the proper blessing lead to
exile, and where is this even alluded to in the Torah?

Many have offered answers to one or more of these questions, and although he does not address
any of them explicitly, I would like to point out some very telling comments of Rashi to Vayikra,
specifically regarding the primary cause of the entire exile.

When we look to the Torah for the root of exile, we find the following:

If you do not listen to Me and do not perform all of these 23 NX YN K2 % wnwn &5 o
commandments: If you despise My laws and if your souls DX OX) 10870 NP2 OX) (787 NI%RT
loathe My judgments so that you do not perform all of My 22 ¥ NIy °n%27 DWo1 Fyan “uswn
commandments to violate my covenant: I3 DY 027977 *DiEn
Vayikra 26:14-15 W-T2:32 KN

The consequence of these failures is ultimately destruction of the Temple(s) and exile, as the
chapter goes on to detail. What is not entirely clear at first glance, however, is the initial failure.
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commandments,” [not] fulfilling commandments is stated, so how
should I understand the phrase, “If you do not listen to Me”? To
be toiling in Torah.

Rashi Vayikra 26:14

Rashi struggled to understand each phrase precisely. One is tempted to translate “not listening
to Me” as failing to perform commandments, or committing sins. If that were to be true
however, then the very next phrase in the verse would be redundant. Therefore, “not listening”
to Hashem must refer to something prior to violating His commandments, namely, not listening
to the underlying value system of the Torah; not toiling in the Torah.

Two questions immediately trouble us. Why is the failure to toil in Torah couched in the phrase
“not listening”? Furthermore, isn’t learning Torah one of the commandments?

To properly understand this explanation of Rashi, and the foundation of the problem that led to
exile and destruction, we have to see from where Rashi derived it. The Torah first details the
positive before the negative. First the Torah tells us how to properly behave and thereby receive
all the blessings before it expresses the opposite.

If you follow in my laws and guard my ;00K ANy 1WA *nixn DX 1970 NP2 o
commandments and perform them: 3292 PRD RPN
Vayikra 26:3

Here, too, Rashi is bothered with the precision in the phrases of the Torah. What exactly does it
mean to follow in the laws of Hashem? It cannot mean to perform them, because that is
explicitly stated subsequently.
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How did Rashi come to the conclusion that “following the laws” refers to toiling in Torah? It is
understood that it cannot mean fulfilling commandments, but why does it necessarily refer to
toiling in Torah as opposed to something else?

My Rebbi, Rav Aharon Kahn shlit”a, pointed out that this verse is clearly to be contrasted to one
of striking linguistic similarity:

In their laws you should not follow 1570 X7 2P npn
Vayikra 18:3 Y RPN

The verse is referring to the “laws” of the non-Jews, but what exactly is being prohibited?

It does not refer to legalistic “laws” of the non-Jew at all. Rather, customs and general behaviors
observed by the non-Jewish world, without a clear, practically beneficial motivation, are
prohibited.” To mimic such practices is to follow an underlying non-Jewish approach, which is
prohibited. Perhaps it is rooted in idolatry, but even if it is not, the absence of any practical
benefit or clear motivation reveals a practice that is certainly not rooted in the Torah.?

Transposing this understanding of the word 2°P1n—“laws”—to the “laws of Hashem,” produces
a remarkable explanation for our original verse. Following the laws of Hashem in this context
refers to following the underlying attitudes and perspectives of the Torah, and does not refer to
any specific commandment.

If these “laws” are not specific commandments, how does one even know what they are? Is there
a guide to understanding underlying attitudes and perspectives? The answer, says Rashi, is
through toiling in Torah. The way to discover and comprehend the underlying attitudes and
perspectives of the Torah is through a strenuous immersion in the Torah itself. Thereby,
ultimately, these “laws” will reveal themselves.

The foundation of the reception of blessing is the toiling in Torah in order to follow the
underlying values, perspectives and sensitivities of the Torah. The foundation of destruction and
exile is in the failure to do just that. When one is toiling in Torah, his mind and heart are
inundated with everything good and appropriate, but when one fails to toil in Torah, the result is
a vacuum that could potentially lead to disaster.

Rashi explains this further. The verses at the core of exile can be broken down into seven stages:
If you do not listen to Me ->7 3wny/n X7 ox) .1
and do not perform all of these commandments: -:71787 Ni¥®T 22 DX YN K7 .2

7 Ramo, Yoreh Deah 178.
8 See Iggros Moshe, Yoreh Deah 4:12.
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There are seven steps leading to the subsequent curses. Rashi explains each step:
Behold seven sins. The first causes the second and so on until N7 ANWRIT .MTP2Y Yaw a
the seventh. And they are the following: He did not learn, and X7 177 99K) .0Y0aws 7Y 197, 70w
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sages, he prevents others, he rejects commandments, he denies
the Creator.
Rashi Vayikra 26:15

One ceases serious learning of Torah — 7 wnYn X7 oX)

He ceases doing mitzvos properly and some in their entirety — 71783 DRI 22 DX YN XN
He becomes disgusted by others that do the mitzvos — 0X»R *NpI2 OX)

He resents and hates the Rabbis — 02w/ 2¥3n “0oWn NX oK)

He tries to prevent others from doing mitzvos — niwy *n727

He denies and rejects that certain practices could even be mitzvos — *ni¥n 93 Ny

Ultimately he is compelled to deny the existence of the Creator Himself — :>n>72 n§ 037907
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According to Rashi, this is the slippery slope that ultimately leads to exile. The Torah is detailing
the psychology of guilt and its consequential rationalizations. Failure to learn and properly
perform mitzvos provokes a rationalization that can be disastrous. Repentance is, of course,
possible at any given point, but one readily sees the challenge. A failure to be immersed in
strenuous learning; the failure to toil in Torah, is the beginning of the slippery slope to
destruction and exile.

Perhaps this is an appropriate way to understand the Talmud’s statement that exile resulted
from the failure of Jewish People to “make the blessing on the Torah first.” The essential
problem was in the relationship of the Jewish People to the Torah. They did not appreciate the
Torah, and consequently they could not possible toil in it properly.’

According to the Abarbanel, there was only one exile, and the Jewish People are still suffering
within it. Baseless hatred destroyed the most efficient facilitator of repentance, but the real cause
of exile can be traced to a failure to toil in Torah. The two cannot be severed, there cannot be
proper Torah along with baseless hatred, as we know all too well from the death of the students
of Rebbi Akiva. In fact, the proper relationship and responsibility that each member of the
Jewish People has to one another involves an attitude, perspective and sensitivity found in
Torah, and in that sense, the problem of baseless hatred is itself a reflection of a failure to
properly toil in Torah.

® See Rashi to Bava Metzia 85b, and the famous explanation of the Ran to Nedarim 81a.
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