The Power of Disbelief: On Asarah be-Tevet
לעי"נ אמי מורתי פעשא בת יוסף ע"ה
נלב"ע ט' טבת תשנ"א לפ"ק
As is well known, unique occasions were set aside to memorialize the Destruction of
Jerusalem and the Bet HaMiqdash, by the Babylonians. Thus, after the return to
Zion and the rebuilding of the Temple, the question was posed whether these
remained in force. As the prophet Zekhariah recounts:[1]
And it came to pass in the fourth year of king Darius, that the word of the Lord came
to Zekhariah on the fourth day of the ninth month, that is Kislev; When Bet-elsarezer, and Regem-melech and his men, had sent a message to beg the God’s
favour, and to speak to the priests of the house of the Lord of hosts, and to the
prophets, saying: ‘Should I weep in the fifth month, abstaining, as I have done these
so many years?’ Then the word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: ‘Speak to
all the people of the land, and to the priests, saying: When you fasted and mourned
in the fifth and in the seventh month, for all these seventy years, did you fast for Me,
even to Me?
According to Hazal, days of fasting and prayer had been established in the months
of Tevet, Tammuz, Av and Tishre in memory of disasters that had befallen the
Jewish People. [2]
As the Tosefta states:[3]
Rabbi expounded:[4] It states, ‘Thus says the Lord of hosts: The fast of the fourth
month, and the fast of the fifth, and the fast of the seventh, and the fast of the tenth,
shall be joy and gladness for the house of Judah, and cheerful seasons; therefore
love truth and peace.’[5] ‘The fast of the fourth month,’ refers to to the Seventeenth
of Tammuz, when the city was breached…The ‘fast of the fifth’ is Tisha B’Av, the
day upon which the Bet ha-Miqdash was burned… The ‘fast of the seventh’ is the
day upon which Gedalyah b. Ahiqam was murdered by Yishmael b. Netanya.[6] This
is to teach you that, before God, the death of the righteous is equal to the
destruction of the Temple…The ‘fast of the tenth’ is the Tenth of Tevet, when the
king of Babylon laid siege to Jerusalem.
In the context of the destruction of the Temple and the exile of the Jews from Eretz

Yisrael, the are obvious common denominators to the first three of these fast days.
To begin with, all of them commemorate tragic event that had immediate, and
disasterous, consequences. The breaching of the Jerusalem city wall on the 17th of
Tammuz marked the imminent, and inevitable, fall of the rest of the city.[7] On Tisha
B’Av, both Temples were destroyed. On Tzom Gedaliah, ‘Gedaliah, the son of
Ahiqam was slain, thus extinguishing the last remaining ember of Israel’s
independence and making her exile complete.’[8]
On the other hand, these three days of remembrance were fortunate enough to be
integrated into larger frameworks. Shiva Asar be-Tammuz and Tisha be-Av belong
(indeed, created) the rubric of the ‘Three Weeks,’[9] while Tzom Gedaliah was
subsumed into Aseret Yeme Teshuva[10] This heightened general awareness of
their existence and significance.
The fate of Asarah be-Tevet was somewhat different. From a calendrical
perspective, it was not attached to any other context, which might have strengthened
public consciousness of its importance and meaning.[11] More importantly, prima
facie the content of Asarah be-Tevet is markedly different from the other three days.
After all, it marks neither the end of a process, nor an event that had immediate
results. Asarah be-Tevet simply marks the beginning of the Babylonian siege on
Jerusalem.[12] There is, therefore, room to ask: ‘What was it about that even that
made the exiles decide, evidently on their own, to establish a day of fasting a
introspection in memory of the start of the siege?[13] What kind of trauma did the
Jewish People undergo, when they heard that the siege of Jerusalem had started?
Yet, it is clear from the way in which Ezekiel describes the way in which he heard of
the siege that the Jews they were truly stunned at the news.[14]
And the word of God came to me in the ninth year, in the tenth month,
on the tenth day of the month, saying: ‘Son of man, write for yourself
the name of the day, even of this very same day; on this very day the
king of Babylon hath laid siege to Jerusalem.[15]

The shock that took hold of the prophet is evident in the message that he received.
Three times God repeats the words ‘this day,’[16] as if to emphasize that the
magnitude of the development that befell Jerusalem on ‘this very day.’ The reader
can sense how stunned and agitated he was, unable to absorb what God was, in
fact, telling him. Indeed, it was for that reason that God repeated the words ‘this
day,’ over and over. He needed to drive home to Ezekiel that this much feared event
had, in fact, taken place.
Upon further reflection, however, this conclusion is difficult to maintain. How could
Ezekiel not have known that Nebuchadnezzar was on his way to invade the Land of
Israel, with the intention of laying waste to Jerusalem? He had so prophesied and it
is likely that he, himself, witnessed the king’s departure. Why was he so surprised?
It seems to me that the answer may be found in the regnant belief that Jerusalem
and the Bet ha-Miqdash were invulnerable. This conviction is clearly expressed in
Jeremiah’s famous oration before the Temple gates (a speech for which he paid
imprisonment):[17]
The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord, saying: Stand in the gate of God’s
house, and proclaim there this word, and say: Hear God’s word, all you of Judah,
that enter into these gates to worship God. Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of
Israel: Amend your ways and your doings, and I will cause you to dwell in this place.
Trust not in lying words, saying: These are ‘God’s Temple,’ ‘God’s Temple,’ ‘God’s
Temple’… Behold, you put your trust in lies, that cannot profit.’[18]
Jeremiah is protesting against the widespread belief that Jerusalem and the Temple,
by virtue of their very existence, were invulnerable to the Babylonian onslaught.[19]
God, they maintained, would never let them subdue His country, destroy His house
and exile His people- irrespective of their religious or moral conduct. It was just this
illusion from which Jeremish sought to disabuse them:
Nay, but if you thoroughly improve your ways and your deeds; if you thoroughly
execute justice between a man and his neighbour; if you do not oppress the
stranger, the orphan, and the widow, and don’t shed innocent blood in this place, nor
follow other gods to your own harm; then will I cause you to dwell in this place, in the
land that I gave to your fathers, for ever and ever. Will ye steal, murder, commit
adultery, swear falsely, sacrifice to Baal, and walk after other gods whom you have
not known, and come and stand before Me in this house, that bears My Name, and
say: ‘We are delivered,’ so that you may do all of these abominations? Has this

house, that bears My Name, become a den of robbers in your eyes? Behold, I, even
I, have seen it, says the Lord. Go now to My place which was in Shiloh, where I
caused My name to dwell at first, and see what I did to it because of the wickedness
of My people Israel. And now, because ye have done all these things, says the Lord,
and I consistently spoke to you, but you did not hear, and I called you, but you did
not answer; therefore I will do to the house, that bears My Name, wherein you trust,
and to the place that I gave to you and to your fathers, as I have done to Shiloh. And
I will cast you out of My sight, as I have cast out all your brethren, the entire seed of
Ephraim.[20]
Here, I would suggest, is the source of Ezekiel’s incredulous reaction to God’s
message.
Obviously, he knew what was about to occur. He had himself forseen it and
prophesied about it. When that prophecy of retribution began to be realized,
however, he found it nigh on impossible to absorb the news. Hence, HaQadosh
Barukh, hu was forced to emphatically stress that the worst case scenario was
unfolding. No wonder, then, that the rest of the people were totally caught off guard
and traumatized by the very idea of Jerusalem coming under siege.[21] The central
lesson of Asarah be-Tevet, the vulnerability of Jerusalem as a direct result of the
corrupt behaviour of the people, led them to include the day upon which the siege
commenced among the days of fasting, mourning and remembrance that were
established in the wake of the destruction of the Bet ha-Miqdash.[22]
In light of the above, the Rambam’s words acquire special urgency:[23]
There are days which are observed by all Israel as fasts because tragic events
happened on them, the object being to stir hearts and open the way to repentence,
and to remind us of our own evil deeds, and of our fathers’ deeds which were like
ours, as a consequence of which these
tragic afflictions came upon them and upon us. For as we remember these things we
ought to repent and do good, in accordance with the Scriptural verse, ‘And they shall
confess their iniquity and the iniquity of their fathers.’[24]
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