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‘Tisha B’Av’

Picture a peaceful rural scene. Animals are grazing on the verdant hillsides; the silence is punctuated only by the bleating of the sheep and the lowing of the cows. William had been a shepherd since boyhood, following in the footsteps of his father and grandfather. It was said that the family descended from aristocracy who had lost all their money and had been evicted from their castle. William had never inquired into his illustrious background; he was just content to live a simple life on the farm. He knew little of the world beyond his village and his daily routine revolved around his livestock.


A new tenant had recently taken over the neighbouring farm. There were very few new faces in this out-of-the-way area and William was eager to meet him. The opportunity soon arose when both men stood in line at the local post-office. ‘The name is Philippe, but you can call me Phil. Come to my farm tomorrow for coffee, and we’ll get to know each other.’


‘That’s strange,’ thought William, ‘Phil doesn’t look like a farmer. His face is not weather-beaten like mine. He looks more like a city businessman…’


A rich aroma of coffee greeted William as Phil opened the door. William looked around in amazement. ‘This is no simple rustic cottage’, thought William, ‘look at those magnificent portraits on the wall.’ ‘Phil, please excuse my curiosity. Whose portraits are those?’ ‘Oh, this one is my grandfather and the other one is my great-grandfather. ‘They look so regal; were they farmers, too?!’ Phil laughed. ‘My great-grandfather was the Duke of the County and my grandfather inherited the position from him.’


Phil saw the obvious question written on William’s face. ‘You’re wondering why I am not also a Duke … Well, it’s a long story … You see, we faced misfortune after misfortune. We lost all our money and even our beautiful castle. All we had left was this single farm on our previous vast estate …’


William sat pensively on the couch sipping his steaming coffee. ‘It seems that we have something in common. Somewhere in the mists of history, my forebears were also landed aristocracy who lost all their wealth. But in the course of time, we made peace with our loss…’


Philippe’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I will never forget my illustrious ancestors. They were all men of distinction who served their King and country with honour and courage. I must do everything in my power to restore that legacy to my family. Perhaps the King will award the Dukedom to my son or grandson.’ Philippe’s eyes shone again with joy. He realised that the Dukedom was still alive in his heart…’


In this week’s Parsha, Moshe Rabbenu recalls the tragic episode of the Meraglim, the Spies, who brought back a terrifying description of Eretz Yisroel. That Tisha B’Av when the Jewish People cried bitterly was the harbinger
 of the later tragedies which would befall us on that day. Thus the Ninth of Av is a day of national mourning for the destruction of the two בתי מקדש, the Temples. 


The great צער, the intense pain, which the earlier generations felt when they recalled the Churban – not only on Tisha B’Av, but on a regular weekday – is encapsulated in the following halacha
. Before bentshing we are to cover the knives on the table. In Birkas Hamazon, we ask Hashem to have mercy on Yerusholayim and the Beis Hamikdash. A person was once so overcome with pain on reciting these words that he struck himself with a knife. Our Sages saw a real danger that this could happen again. Look how far we are today from such emotions!


Rav Elya Lopian
 relates that once, during the Three Weeks, when he was a child he went to Shul at 2 o’clock in the morning. The Shul was full of men - regular workmen, shoemakers, tailors and carpenters – sitting on the floor reciting Tikkun Chatzos crying for the Churban. This must have been in the early years of the twentieth century. But today, said Rav Elya, we do not see this anymore.


Today, only a hundred years later, we lack almost all sensation of pain and sorrow for the destruction of the Beis Hamikdash. Of course, we never saw with our own eyes its glory and its splendour. But more than the loss of a beautiful edifice, we have no understanding of what we have are truly missing in spiritual terms. The Vilna Gaon
 said about himself that he could grasp the greatness of the generations before him – the Rishonim, the Geonim … even of the Tannaim. But in one point, he had no inkling– that of the great stature of an ordinary Yid living at the time of the Second Temple. These ‘regular’ people were living with the Shechina; they understood that this is the sole purpose of man in this world. These were people living למעלה מדרך הטבע; they were living an exalted life far above the confines of nature. If these people were considered ‘alive’, then we, concludes the Gaon, are ‘dead’.
 We are awaiting a spiritual תחית המתים
.

A second reason is offered why we feel no connection to the Beis Hamikdash. Our Sages tell us that we are obliged to say ‘when will my deeds reach the level of the מעשים of the Forefathers?’ Is this possible to achieve? We should at least have the ambition to reach the highest level possible. Like William in the story above, have we made peace with our loss and are content just to be where we are now?
Or can we be like Philippe who said: ‘I must do everything in my power to restore that legacy to my family.’

There is plenty in the Tisha B’Av ‘curriculum’ to bring us to great sadness: endless accounts of tragedies that have befallen the Jewish People from ancient times right until our own generation. The purpose of this day of mourning is to arouse us to Teshuvah, repentance. Teshuvah means to ‘return’; to cultivate a longing to return to the - ימֵי עוֹלָם ושָׁנִים קַדְמוֹנִיוֹת – ‘the days of old and former years’.

This is a day to stir ourselves to cry. But Tisha B’Av is not all tears. Let us listen carefully to the following promise of our Sages
:  כל המתאבל על ירושלים זוכה ורואה בשמחתה - ‘Anyone who mourns for Yerusholayim merits seeing its rejoicing.’ Chazal do not say ‘will see’ in the future, but ‘seeing’ in the present tense. Can we NOW see the joy of the rebuilding of the Holy City and the Temple?

This question was posed by the Chasam Sofer. He answers: we do not continue to mourn for a person who has died, year after year. The fact that we still mourn for Yerusholayim is a sure sign that it is still alive in our hearts. Thus on Tisha B’Av we can rejoice over our crying, for if we have not forsaken the Holy City, then Yerusholayim will not forsake us and we will merit an eternal joy. It is recorded that even the Emperor Napoleon expressed a similar reaction. Observing the rich Jews of Paris sitting on the floor of the Shul crying over the Churban, seeing their deep connection with a land which they had never even seen, he remarked: ‘I swear that there is a good future for this people in their Land.’

Rav Chaim Friedlander
 expresses our joy on Tisha B’Av in a different form. ‘The knowledge that we continue to live in our exile, to witness the greatness of Hashem and His awesome deeds, despite the fact that the gentiles are praying on the Temple site and subjugating His children, this can bring us joy and comfort.’

In another passage
, Rav Friedlander brings a mashal of a person who is totally paralysed and incapable of feeling pain. If he is pricked with a needle, and for once he feels pain, his reaction is one of utter joy. Likewise, if through our Aveilus we feel pain for what we have lost, it is a sign that we are not totally spiritually paralysed. This is a reason for joy.

Finally, the Sifsei Chaim
 helps us to focus our Aveilus, mourning, on the current situation in the world. The Beis Hamikdash radiated the Glory of Hashem to the entire world. With its destruction, the Hashem’s Glory has been eclipsed. When we look around the world today in 5777, we witness a loathing and animosity towards Klal Yisroel and specifically towards the Torah and its supporters. The efforts of the Reform movement to destroy all that is holy in Klal Yisroel, and specifically their utter disrespect and contempt for the Kedusha of the Kosel, the last remnant of our holy Beis Hamikdosh, should fill us with pain. We must arouse our urgent yearning for the final revelation of the Glory of Hashem. This yearning and desire is itself the beginning of גילוי כבוד שמים and thus a cause for שמחה even on this bitter day.

May we merit being among those who mourn for Yerusholayim and merit NOW to rejoice over its rebuilding!
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� Indicating or foreshadowing what is to come


� Orach Chaim 180:5


� לב אליהו פרשת יתרו


� Brought in אהל משה על עניני המקדש והגלות page 17


� I did not quote the Gaon’s words in all their gruesome details. See: ליקוטים סוף ספר ספרא דצניעותא


� Revival of the dead


� Taanis 30b


� שפתי חיים מועדים ח"ג עמ' רנה


� Ibid. page רצט


� Ibid. pageשו 





