Tisha B'Av (The Fast of the Ninth of Av)
Is It Relevant to Humanistic Jews?

Rabbi Jeffrey L. Falick, Congregation for Humanistic Judaism of Metro Detroit

ORIGINS OF TISHA B'AV

Tisha B'Av, the ninth day of the Hebrew month of Av, is the communal day of
mourning in the Jewish calendar. While it’s most commonly remembered as the
day of destruction for the Temples in Jerusalem, the Mishnah in Taanit recounts a
total of five tragic events that occurred on the ninth of Av.

THE THREE WEEKS & THE NINE DAYS

The Three Weeks is an annual mourning period that falls out in the summer to
mourn the destruction of the Temple The period begins on the 17th of the
Hebrew month of Tammuz, a minor (sunup to sundown) fast day that marks the
day when the walls of Jerusalem were breached by the Romans in 69 CE.

The final Nine Days of the Three Weeks are a time of intensified mourning.
Starting on the first of Av, traditional Jews refrain from eating meat or drinking
wine, and from wearing freshly laundered clothes. Some men do not shave
throughout the Three Weeks or only the Nine Days. Customs vary.
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TEXT: Mishnah Taanit 4:6

There were five events that happened to our ancestors on the seventeenth of
Tammuz and five on the ninth of Av...On the ninth of Av it was decreed that our
ancestors should not enter the land, The Temple was destroyed the first and the
second time, Betar was captured, And the city was plowed up. When Av enters,
they limit their rejoicing.



TEXT: Interpretive Explanaition of Mishnah Taanit 4:6 (Dr. Joshua Kulp)

There were five events that occurred on the ninth of Av, which besides Yom
Kippur is the only major fast in the Jewish calendar. 1) After the people of Israel
believed the bad report of the ten spies over that of Joshua and Caleb, God
decreed that no one over the age of twenty would make it into the land of
Canaan (see Numbers 14:29). 2 +3) Both Temples were destroyed, the first by the
Babylonians in 586 B.C.E. and the second by the Romans in 70 C.E. The first
Temple was set aflame on the ninth and burnt on the Tenth see Jeremiah 52:12-
13. 4) Betar, an important Jewish stronghold during the Bar-Kochba revolt fell to
the Romans. 5) After the Bar Kochba rebellion was defeated, the Romans plowed
over the city, destroying any remaining buildings and quashing any hopes that the
Temple would be rebuilt.

WHAT ARE THE TRADITIONS OF MOURNING ON TISHA B'AV?

The Rabbis of the Talmud discuss Tisha B'Av mourning practices. Most of the
customs are the same as those for someone mourning for a relative and the Fast
of Yom Kippur. The Babylonian Talmud outlines the proscriptions.
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TEXT: B. Talmud Taanit 30a:10-12

The Sages taught: All mitzvot practiced by a mourner are likewise practiced on the
Ninth of Av:

It is prohibited to engage in eating, and in drinking,

and in smearing oil on one’s body [originally referred to perfumes /
washing]

and in wearing shoes,

and in conjugal relations.

It is prohibited to read from the Torah, from the Prophets, and from the Writings,
or to study from the Mishna, from the Talmud, and from midrash, and from
collections of halakhot (legal material), and from collections of aggadot (lore).



Il KINGS - OLDEST SOURCE

The oldest source describing the events that led to the fall of Judah and Jerusalem
are in the biblical book of Il Kings.
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TEXT: Il Kings 25:8-13

(8) On the seventh day of the fifth month (i.e., Av)—that was the nineteenth year
of King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon — Nebuzaradan, the chief of the guards, an
officer of the king of Babylon — came to Jerusalem. (9) He burned the House of
the LORD [the Temple], the king’s palace, and all the houses of Jerusalem; he
burned down the house of every notable person. (10) The entire Chaldean
(Babylonian) force that was with the chief of the guard tore down the walls of
Jerusalem on every side. (11) The remnant of the people that was left in the city,
the defectors who had gone over to the king of Babylon — and the remnant of
the population — were taken into exile by Nebuzaradan, the chief of the guards.
(12) But some of the poorest in the land were left by the chief of the guards, to be
vinedressers and field hands. (13) The Chaldeans broke up the bronze columns of
the House of the LORD, the stands, and the bronze tank that was in the House of
the LORD; and they carried the bronze away to Babylon.

PSALMS RECORD THE MOURNING
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TEXT: Psalms 137:1-6

(1) By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat, sat and wept, as we thought of Zion. (2)
There on the poplars we hung up our lyres, (3) for our captors asked us there for



songs, our tormentors, for amusement, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion.” (4)
How can we sing a song of the LORD on alien soil? (5) If | forget you, O Jerusalem,
let my right hand wither; (6) let my tongue stick to my palate if | cease to think of
you, if | do not keep Jerusalem in memory even at my happiest hour.

THE BIBLICAL BOOK OF LAMENTATIONS (EICHA) READ AT THE SERVICE

As the Book of Esther is read on Purim, the book of Lamentations (Eicha) is read
on Tisha B'Av. It describes the destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE by the
Babylonians.
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TEXT: Lamentations 1:1-8

(1) Alas!

Lonely sits the city

Once great with people!

She that was great among nations
Is become like a widow;

The princess among states

Is become a thrall.

(2) Bitterly she weeps in the night,
Her cheek wet with tears.

There is none to comfort her

Of all her friends.

All her allies have betrayed her;
They have become her foes.

(3) Judah has gone into exile
Because of misery and harsh
oppression;

When she settled among the
nations,

She found no rest;

All her pursuers overtook her
In the narrow places.

(4) Zion’s roads are in mourning,
Empty of festival pilgrims;

All her gates are deserted.

Her priests sigh,

Her maidens are unhappy—
She is utterly disconsolate!

(5) Her enemies are now the masters,

Her foes are at ease,

Because the LORD has afflicted her
For her many transgressions;

Her infants have gone into captivity
Before the enemy.

(6) Gone from Fair Zion are all
That were her glory;

Her leaders were like stags
That found no pasture;

They could only walk feebly
Before the pursuer.

(7) All the precious things she had
In the days of old

Jerusalem recalled

In her days of woe and sorrow,
When her people fell by enemy
hands

With none to help her;

When enemies looked on and
gloated

Over her downfall.

(8) Jerusalem has greatly sinned,
Therefore she is become a mockery.
All who admired her despise her,
For they have seen her disgraced;
And she can only sigh

And shrink back.



KINOT / ELEGIES (MOURNFUL LITURGICAL POEMS)

Another way that Jews mourn is to recite kinnot or poems lamenting the
destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and other tragedies.
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TEXT: Kinot for Tisha B'Av Night 1:1-3 (Ashkenazi)

Remember, LORD, what has occurred to us, Alas! Look and see our disgrace. Alas!
what has occurred to us. Our property has been handed over to strangers, Alas!
Our homes to foreigners. Alas! what has occurred to us. We have become
orphans without a father. Alas! Our mothers mourn in the month of Av. Alas!
what has occurred to us.
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TEXT: From “Kinot for Tisha B'Av” (Ashkenaz)

(1) How long will there be crying in Zion and eulogies in Jerusalem? Have
compassion for Zion and build the walls of Jerusalem.

(2) X. Then, for our sins, the Sanctuary was destroyed, and for our violations, the
Temple building was burnt. 2. On Earth, they gathered to her, compiling a eulogy.
And the host of the Heavens raised a lament. "How long..."

(13) Have mercy on Zion as you said, and build her as you stated. Hasten
salvation, hurry redemption, and return to Jerusalem with great mercy. As was
written by your prophet: "Therefore, this is what God says- | will return to
Jerusalem mercifully, my house will be built in her, says God of Hosts, and a
plumbline will be stretched over Jerusalem." And it is said in another verse: "This



is what God says- My cities will again be exploding with goodness, and God will
comfort Zion and choose Jersualem again." And it is said: "For God has comforted
Zion, comforted all her ruins, and has made her deserts like Eden and her
wilderness like God's garden. Joy and happiness are to be found there, gratitude
and the sound of song."

TISHA B’AV AS A DAY OF UNIVERSAL JEWISH MOURNING

Christians were aware of the importance of Tisha B’Av and chose it (and the
month of Av) as a date to further embitter the lives of Jews. Examples include:

e Declaration of First Crusade — 1095 — issued in Av.

e English Edict of Expulsion — 1290 — issued on Tisha B’Av

e French Edict of Expulsion — 1306 — enforced on 10 Av.

e Expulsion of Jews from Spain — 1492 — issued on Tisha B’Av

e Approval of Final Solution by SS — 1941 — issued on Tisha B’Av.

e Warsaw Ghetto Deportation commences — 1941 — on Tisha B’Av.

e |Intellectuals of Iwye, Poland (Belarus) slaughtered — 1941 — on Tisha B’Av.

KINOT FOR TRAGEDIES OF MEDIEVAL JEWRY
Later kinot mourn the massacres of the Jewish communities of Speyer, Mainz, and
Worms (located near the present-day French-German border) in 1096. Its

portrayal of Jewish suffering is graphic:

TEXT: Kinah #25 ("viN1 1! 'n, “Who Can Grant That My Head”)

“Corpses are strewn about, naked men and naked women,
their bodies like carrion for the wild beasts of the land and for the animals,
a nursing infant with a man of old age, young men and young maidens.”

WHY WERE THE FIRST AND SECOND TEMPLES DESTROYED?

A tremendous national tragedy leads us to ask the question: Why did this happen
to us?



This discussion in Babylonian Talmud Tractate Yoma seeks to find reasons for the
destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE and the Second Temple, at the hands
of the Romans, in 70 CE.
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TEXT: B. Talmud Yoma 9b

Due to what reason was the First Temple destroyed? It was destroyed due to the
fact that there were three matters that existed in the First Temple: Idol worship,
forbidden sexual relations [niMy 1171], and bloodshed. Idol worship, as it is
written: “The bed is too short for stretching, and the cover is too narrow for
gathering” (Isaiah 28:20) [Your affliction will be so sore, that you are not able to
endure it, or, you made your bed and now you must lie in it].

However, considering that the people during the Second Temple period were
engaged in Torah study, observance of mitzvot, and acts of kindness, and that
they did not perform the sinful acts that were performed in the First Temple, why
was the Second Temple destroyed? It was destroyed due to the fact that there
was wanton hatred during that period. This comes to teach you that the sin of
wanton hatred is equivalent to the three severe transgressions: Idol worship,
forbidden sexual relations and bloodshed.

KAMTZA AND BAR KAMTZA:
A TALMUDIC STORY OF BASELESS HATRED & RELIGIOUS INTOLERANCE

This story proposes different reasons for the (second) fall of Jerusalem. Does it
have relevance for modern Humanistic Jews?
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TEXT: B. Talmud Gittin 55a-56b

The Gemara (Talmud) explains: Jerusalem was destroyed on account of Kamtza
and bar Kamtza.

There was a certain man whose friend was named Kamtza and whose enemy was
named bar Kamtza. He once made a large feast and said to his servant: Go bring
me my friend Kamtza.

The servant went and mistakenly brought him his enemy bar Kamtza. The host
said to him: No, you must leave. Bar Kamtza said to him: | will give you money for
half of the feast; just do not send me away. The host said to him: No, you must
leave. Bar Kamtza then said to him: | will give you money for the entire feast; just
let me stay. The host said to him: No, you must leave.

Finally, the host took bar Kamtza by his hand, stood him up, and took him out.

After having been cast out from the feast, bar Kamtza said to himself: Since the
Sages were sitting there and did not protest the actions of the host, although they
saw how he humiliated me, learn from it that they were content with what he
did. | will therefore go and inform [eikhul kurtza] against them to the king.

He went and said to the emperor: The Jews have rebelled against you. The
emperor said to him: Who says that this is the case?

Bar Kamtza said to him: Go and test them; send them an offering to be brought in
honor of the government, and see whether they will sacrifice it. The emperor
went and sent with him a choice three-year-old calf.

While bar Kamtza was coming with the calf to the Temple, he made a blemish on
the calf’s upper lip. And some say he made the blemish on its eyelids, a place
where according to our laws, i.e., halakha, it is a blemish, but according to their
laws, i.e., gentile rules for their offerings, it is not a blemish.
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Therefore, when bar Kamtza brought the animal to the Temple, the priests would
not sacrifice it on the altar since it was blemished, but they also could not explain
this satisfactorily to the gentile authorities, who did not consider it to be
blemished.

The blemish notwithstanding, the Sages wanted to sacrifice the animal as an
offering due to the imperative to maintain peace with the government. But Rabbi
Zekharya ben Avkolas said to them: If the priests do that, people will say that
blemished animals may be sacrificed as offerings on the altar. The Sages said: If
we do not sacrifice it, then we must prevent bar Kamtza from reporting this to the
emperor. The Sages suggested killing him so that he would not go and speak
against them.

Rabbi Zekharya said to them: If you kill him, people will say that one who makes a
blemish on sacrificial animals is to be killed.

As a result, they did nothing, bar Kamtza’s slander was accepted by the
authorities, and consequently the war between the Jews and the Romans began.

Rabbi Yohanan says: The excessive humility of Rabbi Zekharya ben Avkolas
destroyed our Temple, burned our Sanctuary, and exiled us from our land.

DISCUSSION

This is said to illustrate the concept of Sinat Chinam - baseless hatred. But it also
deals with issues of religious fanaticism particularly on the part of the priests who
refused to accept the Emperor's blemished sacrificial offering. Relevance to
today's Jewish community?



