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Parshat Devarim — Shabbat Chazon

Making Tisha B’Av Relevant
Simon Wolf

The Gemara in Yevamot is perplexed by the
apparent difference in the mourning practices that
are associated with Tisha B’Av versus those that are
practiced by a person that has lost a relative. This is
especially confounding given the fact that the
Gemara in Ta’anit unequivocally states that all the
customs of a mourner are equally relevant and
applicable on Tisha B’Av." In order to reconcile the
seeming discrepancy, the Gemara concludes “there
is a difference between a new mourning and an
ancient mourning ("Y' NI'7'axn AYTN NI'7'AX IXY)
there is a difference between the mourning of the
public and the mourning of the individual ( *axwi
T'N'T Nniaxn 0T niran).”? While Rashi and
Tosafot disagree as to the ramifications of the latter
distinction,® they both agree that first contrast
indicates that the practices on Tisha B’Av are going
to be slightly less stringent than those of an
individual mourner.# Chazal are acknowledging that
there is a nuanced difference between the two
because of the nature of that which triggers them.
The impetus for an individual’'s mourning for
someone who has just passed away is the natural
raw emotions that are associated with dealing with
the unbearable loss and therefore certain practices
are disallowed because of their incompatibility with
the mourner’s state. On the other hand, Tisha B’Av
is mourning historical events, most prominently the
destruction of the Temples,® and the elapsing of time
has dulled the sense of loss associated with these
seminal events. That means that the mourning
customs are trying to engender emotion rather than
reflect it and therefore the customs are more about
fostering an appropriate communal atmosphere
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rather than their incompatibility with the individual’s
state.

Despite all the mourning trappings and the imposed
restrictions, the fact that Tisha B’Av commemorates
something in the distant past makes it very difficult
for individuals to personally connect with the
meaning of the day and experience it emotionally.
The most common response to this indifference is to
cite the oft quoted Yerushalmi that states that “any
generation in which it [the Temple] is not rebuilt, it as
if they [that generation] destroyed it.”® In previous
generations that was a sufficient reason to mourn on
Tisha B'Av because the effects of the Temple’'s
destruction and the subsequent exile were all too
apparent to them. They lived downtrodden lives,
were subject to the ever-changing whims of their
political patrons and often plundered by the easily
instigated, unfriendly masses. Bleakness was the
norm and hopefully life had small respites that were
peppered with moments of joy and happiness. The
Rema formulates this constant state of uncertainty
and misery normatively when he states that the
Ashkenazic practice is to skip Birkat Kohanim, with
the exception of Musaf on Yom Tov.” That is
because the Kohanim, in general, are not sufficiently
in a state of happiness, a prerequisite for Birkat
Kohanim, due to the difficulties and drudgeries of life
that weigh on their demeanor.

This sensation and state of being was beautifully
captured by Jeff Jacoby in his opinion column in the
Boston Globe, “Arguable,” (8/1/22) where he quotes
from William H. Seward’s Travels Around the World
(1873).

The former secretary of state recounted that he and
his companions spent their last day in Jerusalem
“among and with the Jews, who were the builders
and founders of the city, and who cling the closer to
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it for its disasters and desolation.” It was a Friday
afternoon, the one day each week when Jews were
permitted access to the Western Wall, and Seward
saw them “pouring out their lamentations over the
fall of their beloved city, and praying for its
restoration to the Lord.” Whether it rains or shines,
he continued, they are there each Friday without fail:

“[Tlhey come together at an early hour, old and
young, men, women, and little children — the poor
and the rich, in their best costumes, discordant as
the diverse nations from which they come. They are
attended by their rabbis, each bringing the carefully
preserved and elaborately bound text of the book of
the Lamentations of Jeremiah, either in their
respective languages, or in the original Hebrew. For
many hours they pour forth their complaints, reading
and reciting the poetic language of the prophet,
beating their hands against the wall, and bathing the
stones with their kisses and tears. It is no mere
formal ceremony. During the several hours while we
were spectators of it, there was not one act of
irreverence or indifference.”

While that was the state of previous generations, it
is not the reality of this generation. While by no
means in a state of panacea, the Jewish nation of
today is a far cry from the above descriptions.
However tenuous, the communities of the Diaspora
are relatively wealthy and generally enjoy freedoms
as well as wield some political influence. Jews, even
observant Jews, are found in corporate, service
industry and political leadership positions. Though,
the biggest change from previous generations, who
also experienced punctuated golden eras, is that the
Jewish nation now lives with autonomy and self-
determination in the Land of Israel. The state of
Jewry today probably has not been seen since the
time of the First Temple, with maybe the exception
of a short period during the reign of the
Chashmonaim. Nations worldwide are flocking to
seek Israeli technology, research and know-how and
sworn-enemies are seeking alliances something that
has not been experienced since the time of Shlomo
HaMelech.® This state of the nation has severely
attenuated the relevance of Tisha B’Av and, maybe
even more broadly, religion, for many in this
generation. Contrary to previous generations,
people now are generally enjoying life. They have
fleeting moments of difficulty that only temporarily
derail their joyous existence and which are quickly
forgotten. In that state of being, it is hard to identify
with the mourning and despondency that are
associated with Tisha B’Av. Yes, there are people
who experience personal tragedies that shake us
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and those that are living challenging lives, some of
which might even get a passing mention on Tisha
B’Av, but for the vast majority of the generation those
are just small bumps on their road of or to happiness.
On the other hand, it would be preposterous to
advocate a return to a bleak existence in order to
make Tisha B’Av relevant. Given these realities,
how can this generation experience a meaningful
Tisha B’Av, feel the ancient mourning (nmaw! ni'raxn),
that has lasting impact throughout the year without
casting a perpetual pall on our existence? It is a
challenge, but the key to succeeding in this pursuit
of a more relevant Tisha B’Av is identifying deficits
that were caused by the destruction of the Temple
that are still impactful and apparent today.

In the Haftorah that is read for Shabbat Chazon,
Yishayahu after describing the terrible state of
depravity in Yerushalayim, looks to and predicts a
more optimistic future. In his prophecy, God says, “|
will restore your magistrates as of old ( 309w nareini
niwWx12?), and your counselors as of yore ( 'xvil
n7nn21d). After that you shall be called the City of
Righteousness, the Faithful City.”® The Malbim in his
commentary, and in a Sefer dedicated to this matter,
many times tries to tease out the nuanced difference
between synonymous words. In the verse quoted
above, he explains the distinction between judges
(3"vow) and advisors (7'x¥yi) by proposing that
magistrates deal with civil and interpersonal matters
(man%? o 1a) and counselors address spiritual
matters (nijgn? DX a). This he says is borne out
by the remainder of the verse which in a parallel
manner indicates that as a result of this restoration
Yerushalayim will then be known as a place of justice
and righteousness (p7¥n 1) and a center of faith
(mmxx amp). Accordingly, it seems that this is a
prediction, a commitment by God, to return to Bnei
Yisrael proper leadership, similar to the days of old;
there will be God fearing, honest and moral judges
and there will once again be prophets who act as a
conduit between God and the people.

The Ramban in Parshat Bechukotai describes what
it means to have the leadership of a Navi. “...In
general then, when large number of Bnei Yisrael are
in perfect accord with God, their affairs are not
conducted at all by the natural order of things,
neither in connection with themselves, nor with
reference to their Land, neither collectively nor
individually, for God blesses their bread and their
water, and removes sickness from their midst, so
that they do not need a physician and do not have to
observe any of the rules of medicine, just as He
said, for | am the God that heals you. And so did
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the righteous ones act at the time when
prophecy existed, so that even if a mishap of
iniquity overtook them, causing them sickness,
they did not turn to the physicians, but only to
the prophets...Now had the practice of consulting
physicians been customary among them, why
should the verse condemn as a sinful act Asa's
consulting the physicians, if his guilt was only
because he did not also seek God?...For he who
seeks God through a prophet, will not consult
the physicians. And what part do the physicians
have in the house of those who do the will of
God...and they also say by way of proverb: ‘A gate
which is not open for the commandments, a house
wherein the commandments are not observed, is
open for the physician.” This is also the meaning of
Chazal’s saying: ‘People should not have to take
medications, but they have become accustomed to
do so.” That is to say: had they not accustomed
themselves to taking medicines, people would
become sick according to the degree of punishment
corresponding to their sin, and would be healed by
the will of God, but since they accustomed
themselves to seek medical help, G-d therefore has
left them to natural happenings...But when a man's
ways please God, he need have no concern with
physicians.”’® Every physical ailment or difficulty is
actually a spiritual malady and the address for
resolving those issues is the prophet.

During the First Temple period, which has already
been noted the current state of Bnei Yisrael
resembles, the Navi played an essential and pivotal
role. The absence of that ability to seek counsel with
God leaves us bereft of guidance for the most
pressing national and personal issues.

At the beginning of Sefer Shmuel and in Shaul’s final
battle, the Navi makes it clear that there is an
absence of communication with God. The rise of
Shmuel HaNavi as a leader which ends the rocky
period of the Shoftim is prefaced with the following
verse, “And the lad Shmuel served God before Eli.
And the word of God was precious in those days;
visions were not frequent.”'" It is almost as if the
Navi is implying that the anarchy, problematic and
frequently turned over leadership that marked the
period of the Shoftim was a result of the absence of
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a prophet to provide guidance. This is reinforced at
the end of Sefer Shmuel where, after the passing of
Shmuel, King Shaul is compelled to defend Bnei
Yisrael from the gathering Plishti attack. Upon
seeing the assembled Plishti army, Shaul is
overcome with dread. His first response is to seek
counsel with God. “And when Shaul inquired of God,
God did not answer him, not by dreams, nor by the
Urim, nor by prophets.”'? Throughout Sefer Shmuel,
one finds Shmuel, Shaul and Dovid all seeking
strategic advice and guidance about battles and
alliances through communication with God. It plays
an essential role in ensuring the best military and
political outcome. Without that conduit, Shaul is in
such dire straits that he turns to the Ov and Idoni,
alternate dark forces that he had previously
eliminated from the Land, just to get insight into the
upcoming battle. Without a Navi, the nation is left
rudderless and its choice of strategic, military or
political direction is always uncertain.

Another area where the Navi is influential is with
regards to whether one’s personal initiative is a
productive and divinely endorsed endeavor.
Individuals try their best to determine that which God
expects from them and they pursue what they think
is just and right with tenacity and dedication.
Unfortunately, no matter how hard one tries to be
objective in these matters, one's personal
predilections and biases always seep into these
matters. That is both from the perspective that they
assume they know what God would want and
endorse as well as discounting the impact of their
personal ambitions blinding them from clearly seeing
the direction that God approves.

A great example of this is Dovid’s attempt to build a
sanctuary for God. After subduing his enemies, King
David is disturbed by the fact that he is living in a
proper and permanent palace while the Ark of God
is stationed in a temporary tent. He therefore wants
to build a permanent structure to house the presence
of God. Most people recall the response that Dovid
received to this initiative as being a demurral; as
either, “No, thank you” or “Not you, because you
have blood on your hands.” Neither of those
responses to Dovid’'s admirable plan are found in
Sefer Shmuel or Divrei Hayamim. Instead, what is
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found is a ringing endorsement from Natan HaNauvi,
“Go, do all that is in your heart; for God is with you.”
That night, God appears to Natan and instructs him
to tell Dovid that why would you build a sanctuary for
God since | have never to date expressed any
interest in a permanent structure. God does
concede that Dovid’s son, who will replace him on
the throne, will eventually build the house that Dovid
HaMelech envisioned. @ The commentaries are
perplexed as to how it could be that a prophet of
Natan’s stature could provide Dovid with such
misleading guidance. They resoundingly agree that
Natan’s initial response was given of his own
volition. He put the pieces of the puzzle together;
who better than King David.'® Knowing that a temple
would be built once Bnei Yisrael's enemies were
subdued, he believed that Dovid, who had
demonstrated that he was blessed with the spirit of
God and was a sincere and good king, was either
the right person or must have been divinely inspired
with his initiative. God immediately informs Natan
that his conclusion was incorrect and to apprise
Dovid that he withdraws his erroneous endorsement
since God’'s true will is that Dovid desists from
building the Temple." The Radak points out that
even a Navi only knows about any given individual
that which God has provided him through
prophecy.’ He cites as an example the great
prophet Shmuel's inability to determine which of
Yishai’'s sons God intends him to anoint as the next
king. Despite it being a commendable idea from a
worthy king, without prophecy, even the Navi cannot
be certain as to God’s will, how much more so
without that conduit to God.

In addition, Dovid himself, despite being rejected in
his attempt to build a sanctuary, seems to make
another attempt to build the Mikdash. Dovid
prepares all the workers and materials for the
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building of the Temple by his son Shlomo. “For
Dovid thought, ‘My son Shlomo is an untried youth,
and the House to be built for God is to be made
exceedingly great to win fame and glory throughout
all the lands; let me then lay aside material for him.’
So, Dovid laid aside much material before he died.
Then he summoned his son Shlomo and charged
him with building the House for God, the Lord of
Israel. Dovid said to Shlomo, ‘My son, | wanted to
build a House for the name of God, my Lord.
Though the word of God came to me, saying, ‘You
have shed much blood and fought great battles; you
shall not build a House for My name, for you have
shed much blood on the earth in My sight. But you
will have a son who will be a man at rest, for | will
give him rest from all his enemies on all sides;
Shlomo, will be his name and | shall confer peace
and quiet on Yisrael in his time. He will build a
House for My name; he shall be a son to Me and | to
him a father, and | will establish his throne of
kingship over Israel forever.” Dovid here mentions to
his son Shlomo a reason for God’s rejection of his
attempt to build a sanctuary that is not recorded
anywhere else and was never conveyed to him by
the Navi.

The Radak is unperturbed by this and suggests that
Dovid either assumed that this was God’s reasoning
or it was an unrecorded prophecy that Natan had
conveyed to him."® As a side note, the Radak
suggests that the blood spilled that prevents Dovid
from building the Temple is the collateral damage
from his battles where good and innocent people
might have been Kkilled. While Dovid is not
accountable for those lives because the battles were
justified, nevertheless, it precludes him from being
the builder of God’s sanctuary. The Malbim, on the
other hand, suggests that this was a completely
different prophecy or revelation.’ Once Dovid was
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much older and he realized that the threshing area
of Aravna HaYevusi was designated to be the place
of the Mikdash, he began to prepare the materials
for the Temple. It would seem that he was
embarking on another attempt to build the Mikdash
thinking that he had finally reached the peaceful era
that God had referred to in His earlier rejection of
Dovid’'s overture. King David conveys to his son
Shlomo that God once again intervened to stop him
because of his being a warrior. Here one is witness
to how an individual's personal ambitions, no matter
how admirable, can skew their ability to properly
assess God’s true desire for the direction He wants
this person to take. Despite God’s clear rejection of
Dovid’s initiative, his deep longing to build a house
for God, allows him to convince himself that God
really meant for him to wait until later in his life and
not necessarily that it would be his son who would
be the one to build the Temple.'® King David, the
king who is most eminently successful at balancing
the kingship with deference to God, still could not
objectively and properly assess his initiative without
communication from God.

Late in the First Temple period, Yirmiyahu HaNavi is
charged with conveying to Tzidkiyahu, king of
Yehuda, and the cabal of kings that are planning to
lead an insurrection against the subjugation of
Nebuchadnetzar, king of Bavel, God’s response to
their scheme.’® God first commands Yirmiyahu to
don a yoke on his neck to visually demonstrate the
message He has for them.2? Then God instructs that
Yirmiyahu to tell them, “Now, | have given all these
lands into the hand of my servant Nebuchadnetzar
the king of Bavel...All the nations shall serve him,
and his son, and his son's son, until the time of his
own land comes...It shall happen, that the nation
and the kingdom which will not serve him,
Nebuchadnetzar, king of Bavel, and that will not put
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their neck under the yoke of the king of Bavel, that
nation | will punish with the sword, with the famine
and with the pestilence, until | have consumed them
by his hand, so says God. As for you (Tzidkiyahu
and the people), don't you listen to your prophets,
nor to your diviners, nor to your dreams, nor to your
soothsayers, nor to your sorcerers, who speak to
you, saying, ‘You shall not serve the king of Bavel’,
for they prophesy a lie to you, which will cause you
to be distanced from your land, and that | should
drive you out, and you will perish. But the nation that
shall bring their neck under the yoke of the king of
Bavel, and serve him, that nation | will let remain in
their own land, and they shall till it, and dwell therein,
so says God.”?" God is unequivocal in his message
that he sends through Yirmiyahu. Surrender and
submission to the authority of Bavel are the only
alternative in order to survive and avoid exile.
Moreover, God also has Yirmiyahu prophesy that the
remaining vessels of the temple that were not yet
taken to Bavel during the first exile, will also
subsequently be shipped off to Bavel and remain
there until God redeems his people.??

Sometime later,?® Yirmiyahu is witness to the
prophet Chananya ben Azur in the Beit HaMikdash
relaying a prophecy that he had received from God
to the priests and people that are gathered. “Thus
speaks the God of Hosts, the Lord of Yisrael, saying,
'| have broken the yoke of the king of Babylon. At
the end of two years, | will bring again into this place
all the vessels of God's house, that Nebuchadnetzar,
king of Bavel, took away from this place, and carried
off to Bavel; and | will bring again to this place
Yechonya the son of Yehoyakim, king of Yehuda,
with all the captives of Yehuda, who went to Bavel,
says God; for | will break the yoke of the king of
Bavel.”>*  The gathered crowd eagerly awaits
Yirmiyahu's response to this bold prediction that

“X) DN IVAYNTIX DA TR DDX MNTTY Pii7!TDRI KN AT ToN
N7 ThK7 DY'7¥ DINK DATIYX DR'OWDT7| DINY™74 DINR70 7)) DI'NOF
DINTX 70 DONX ?'0D WhY7 07 D' DD Y 01732 AN TN
SV MmN IT2YL 7227070 Y2 RINTIIN K'Y YK AD) DD TR DN 'DNT)
NN DATDT722 MAT DHNTATR NPT [RR QYY) ATAYL PiRoN) InnTR
AY| NPRATND AR AN]IRY] DK ITW] 7227770 752 DIINY IR IR KT
1DpYn~7x) (232 AP TN TAYRT WK AR IRt 13T IYRD 12T Y72 2102
D'%2 DD Y 2 732 AR TN N7 AR DK DARD D'ERID DTN
DATAN DRNX DTN (VAT W7 'pYa DR D) PiRi 0N DRN7Y N7 D 1037
(10-1,m> 1N'') 107 D'RAIN 0NN DAX

DTN WNYRTIR Pz MK 3D hx? mIaT nfd DRt DnndnTi
Y ' MR NRY 17330 DYIN 7t TN 2D N3 1ART D7 DN 0NN
TINTD 1'YD AN DA DL 7327970 NN 1T DYIN AYAYRTIX 10)7 D' NRY
IKATRY7AY NipAY P73 K79 DRX Pl 2T YrOK) D 0'KA70K| N30
NIZAY P17 NK DD 1D 10722 0 2N RN A DM pi-nha 0NN (nYn
"N YR CNNTD 'Y DNDED 070 IN7Y) NidAnT) DAYl DUTAYR TR
N732 D2YNM AT "Ny INI733 723 979 ¥RIT 00iY
Dnian o'W NiRAY 717! MR D) 12 10 7NN N7 NN
“DX) DDIX TP DI, TV 4R N AN ‘1'7 ‘0 ‘wn-l NN N iz N
(na-w ™ n'm') 1r1 DiRRN~7X DAY D'n"wjl i

"IN'ETY N2'700 N'WRIA RN NIWA" 7'NNn 21090 ' 7971yn TRA 7190 N'7'NNn
"V .j71090 N7'NN DX JNIO N'NVY LINAY "N'YaN A" y'wnn 7ax
.0'wIon

-g;-nm YT N'WaN) MYa nfn ‘]‘m 147“ nYYnn o wm:\ x-ﬁ nwa s

N

2

N

3

T[n' n|'73 ‘7) nx| 1'II'\"TZY,J n' 'n' |:¢ %Jp' nxl'. N nx-nj nfn pigen



AN NYYN

undermines everything Yirmiyahu has been trying to
communicate to and convince the people of over the
years. Shockingly, Yirmiyahu responds, “...Amen.
May God do so, may God uphold the words that you
prophesied...when the word of the prophet who
prophesies peace comes true, then it will be known
that he is a true prophet sent by God.”?> To
demonstrate the veracity of his prediction, Chananya
proceeds to smash the yoke that Yirmiyahu has
been lugging around on his neck as per God’'s
instructions; as if to say, the previous prophecies of
Yirmiyahu have been annulled.?6 Without retorting
or responding, “Yirmiyahu heads off on his way.”
Many of the commentators suggest that Yirmiyahu
was entering a prayer that Chananya’s predictions
should come true. Be that as it may, it is amazing to
realize that Yirmiyahu does not know or, at least,
seems uncertain as to whether Chananya is a true
prophet. Once again confirming that even an
experienced prophet cannot be certain of anything
without communication from God. In addition,
Yirmiyahu’s stance seems very problematic because
it confers the impression to those present that
Yirmiyahu is giving credence to the words of
Chananya or maybe even granting them a stamp of
approval or endorsing them. Again here, one could
speculate that Yirmiyahu really wanted to believe
Chananya and that predisposed him to being more
positively inclined to the message he was conveying
despite it contradicting the prophecy that Yirmiyahu
himself had been reiterating and acting upon by
wearing the yoke. Immediately upon his departure
from the scene, God appears to Yirmiyahu and
demands that he return to Chananya and the
assemblage and he correct the misconception that
he had fostered. God tells Yirmiyahu to tell
Chananya that, “You have broken the yoke of wood;
but you will now have to make in their place bars of
iron.” Yirmiyahu confronts Chananya and
unabashedly tells him, “God has not sent you; but
you make this people trust in a lie. Therefore, God
says, 'Behold, | will send you away from off the
surface of the earth. This year you shall die, because
you have spoken rebelliously against God.”?” It is
only with the receipt of the word of God that the Navi
Yirmiyahu is able to take a stand against Chananya
and be certain of his own way and the message he
is conveying.
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This story also highlights an additional area where a
Navi is influential and indespensable. Chananya
ben Azur is so convincing as an agent of God that
the Navi describes him as the “the Navi from Givon

_____ In addition, the opening words
of hIS prophetlc vision conform to the classic format
of one conveying the word of God, “Thus speaks the
God of Hosts, the Lord of Yisrael, saying ( yax-n3
NN Y N Nigay '), The story is presented
in such a fashion and his chicanery is so skillful that
the reader and even a well-seasoned Navi of God,
Yirmiyahu, are unable to detect or discern his
deception. Similar to Chananya, people often use a
religious guise to package their agenda, grant their
position validity or to convince others to follow their
ways. They create such a compelling religious
narrative that they may even fool themselves into
believing it or convince themselves of its legitimacy.
Even for those not deceiving or manipulating others,
the most common manifestation of this phenomenon
is the individual’s formulating a religious view and
practice that conveniently suits their own personal
preferences and predilections; they in essence
create their own religion. In a prophecy to
Yirmiyahu, God rails against the false prophets and
dreamers who deceive and mislead the people with
their religious chicanery and supposed speaking in
the name of God.28 Without the Navi, it is hard, if not
nearly impossible, for one to know whether that
which is being represented by others or that which
they believe in themselves is really righteous
conviction or just self-serving manipulation. As was
the case with Yirmiyahu and Chananya, the Nauvi,
with the word of God, is instrumental in the
delegitimization of those co-opting religion and God
to push their own agenda, positions or perspectives.
It is the only way one can truly know if they are on
the right path and fulfilling the true will of God.

These are but a few examples of how the loss of the
Temple and our ability to communicate with God
seriously handicaps our capability to conduct
ourselves even in a world of an ascendant Bnei
Yisrael. It is something that we can contemplate,
take to heart and mourn on Tisha B’Av and it is why
we pray thrice daily:
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