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From Ruin to Response: Four Rabbinic Approaches to the Churban

1. Zecher I'Churban - Remembering the Destruction

1. Talmud Bavli, Bava Batra 60b:

Our Rabbis taught: When the Temple was
destroyed for the 2nd time, large numbers
in Israel became ascetics, binding
themselves neither to eat meat nor to drink

wine. R’ Joshua got into conversation with

them and said: My sons, why do you not eat
m nor drink wine? They replied: Shall w

eat meat which used to be brought as an

offering on the altar, now that this altar is
no longer in operation? Shall we drink wine
which used to be poured as a libation on

he altar now no longer?

He said to them: If that is so, we should not
eat bread either, because the meal
offerings have ceased. They said: We can
manage with fruit. (He said) We should not
eat fruit either, because there is no longer
an offering of first fruits! (They said) Then
we can manage with other fruits. (He said)
But, we should not drink water, because
there is no longer any ceremony of the
pouring of the water.

To this they could find no answer, so he

said to them: My sons. come and listen to

me. Not to mourn at all is impossible
because the blow has fallen. To mourn too

much is also impossible, because we do not
impose on the community a hardship
which the majority cannot endure...
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The sages therefore have decreed this: A

man may plaster his house, but he should
leave a little bare. How much should this

be? R' Yosef says, a cubit squared. R' Hisda
said: It must be by the door. A man can
prepare a full course banquet but he should
leave out an item or two... A woman can put

on all her jewelry, but leave off one or two...
Forsoi "If I forget thee erusalem

let my right hand forget, let my tongue
cleave to the roof of my mouth, if I do not
place Jerusalem above my chief joy."
(Tehillim 137). What is meant by "my chief
joy"? R' Isaac says: This is symbolized by the
burnt ashes which we place on the head of
a bridegroom...

11. Zecher 'Mikdash - Remembering the Temple

a. The Takkanot (enactments) of R’ Yochanan ben Zakkai

2. Talmud Bavli, Rosh Hashanah 30a:
Originally, the Lulav was taken in the

Temple all seven days, and in the provinces
only one. When the Temple was destroved,
R' Yochanan ben Zakai instituted that the

lulav be taken in the provinces all seven

days in remembrance of the Temple and
that the entire Day of Waving should be

forbidden (from eating the new crop of
grain). From where do we know that we
must make a remembrance for the Temple?
For the pasuk says: "... for they call you 'the
" led one’ ing 'she is Zi L

are none who seek her" (Yirmiyahu 30).
From here it is implied that she requires

seeking.
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3. Talmud Bavli, Menachot 68b:

From the time that the Temple was
destroyed, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai
instituted that partaking from the new crop
on the day of waving the omer is
completely prohibited.

What is the reason for this? It is that soon
he T le will buil 1 le wil
say: “Last year, when there was no Temple,

didn't we eat of the new crop as soon as the
eastern horizon was illuminated? Now, too
let us eat the new grain at that time.” And
they would not know that last year, when
there was no Temple, the illuminating of
the eastern horizon permitted one to eat
the new grain immediately, but now that
the Temple has been rebuilt and there is an
omer offering, it is the omer that permits
the consumption of the new grain.
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4. Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 4:1

When Rosh HaShana occurred on Shabbat,
they would sound the shofar in the Temple
but not in the rest of the country. After the

Temple was destroyed, Rabban Yohanan
ben Zakkai instituted that the people
houl nd th r (on Sh in

every place where there is a court.
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5. Talmud Bavli, Rosh Hashanah 29b
The Sages taught: Once Rosh HaShana
occurred on Shabbat, and all the cities
gathered (in Yavne). Rabban Yohanan ben
Zakkai said to the sons of Beteira: Let us
sound the shofar. They said to him: Let us
discuss. He said to them: First let us sound
it, and afterward, | i After th

ed the shofar.  Betei id
to Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai: Let us now
discuss. He said to them: The horn has

already been heard in Yavne, and one does
not refute a ruling after action.
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b. Other examples of Zecher 'Mikdash

6. Talmud Bavli, Menachot 66b

Abaye said: It is a mitzva to count days, and
it is also a mitzva to count weeks. The
Sages of the study hall of Rav Ashi counted
days and they also counted weeks.

Ameimar counted days but not weeks,
saying it is performed only in
commemoration of the Temple.
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c. Making the ideological switch

7. Avot DeRabbi Natan, ch. 4

Once, Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai was
leaving Jerusalem with Rabbi Yehoshua
following him, and he saw the Temple in
ruins. R’ Yehoshua cried out: “Woe to us,
for it lies in ruins, the place where
atonement was made for Israel’s sins!”
Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai responded:
“My son, do not grieve for we have another
form of atonement that is similar. And what
is it? Acts of loving-kindness, as it is
written (Hoshea 6:6): ‘I desire
loving-kindness and not sacrifice.”
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8. Talmud Bavli, Yoma 85b:

R' Akiva said: Fortunate are you, O Israel!
Before Whom do you purify yourselves?
Who purifies you? Your Father in Heaven.
As it says: "I will sprinkle pure water upon

you, and you shall be purified." And it also
says: "The mikveh of Israel is Hashem. Just

as a mikvah purifies the contaminated, so
does the G-d purify Israel.
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d. Two types of mourning: Looking forward and looking back

9. Rabbi Binyamin Lau, The Sages, Volume 2, p. 10:

Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai is commonly depicted as trying simultaneously to forge two




opposing paths. The first, which might be called “in memory of the Temple.” places

primary importance on the past by urging the people to recall the Temple at each
significant moment in their personal and national lives. The second, which may be called
“life without a Temple,” advocated moving forward with all aspects of religious life,
despite the loss of Judaism’s central place of worship.

10. Rav Soloveitchik, Notes of Lectures to

Sukkah, 41a (recorded by R’ Herschel
Reichman)

...There are two aspects to Zecher
I'Mikdash, remembering the Temple:

1. Mourning rituals remembering the
Temple, which we see in the Gemara in

Bava Batra (60b), learned from the pasuk of
“If I forget Jerusalem, let my right hand
wither” (Tehillim 137).

2. A law to remember the Mitzvot
connected with the Temple, and to keep
the Temple fixed in our hearts as it was
when it was built. These laws are learned
from the pasuk of “she is Zion, there are
none who seek her” (Yirmiyahu 30).This is

not focusing on past mourning but
focusing on the future when the Temple
will be rebuil

This dual aspect of remembrance is hinted
to in the pasuk in Megillat Eicha:
“Yerushalayim remembers in the days of her
affliction and of her miseries all her pleasant
things that she had in the days of old” (Eicha
1:7). “Days of her affliction” - this is the
destruction and our mourning over it. “All
the pleasant things” - these are the Mitzvot
that were kept in the Temple and that we
fulfill now in preparation for the Temple
that will be rebuilt.
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II1. The Approach of Rav Yochanan ben Zakkai: A Time to Move On?

11. Talmud Bavli, Gittin 56b
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Vespasian then said to Rabban Yochanan
ben Zakkai: I will be going to Rome to
accept my new position, and I will send
someone else in my place to continue
besieging the city and waging war against
it. But before I leave, ask something of me
that I can give you.

Rabban Yocl ben Zakkai said to him:

ive me Yavne and i n n
destroy it, and spare the dynasty of Rabban
Gamliel and do not kill them as if they were
rebels, and lastly give me doctors to heal
Rabbi Tzadok.

Rav Yosef read the following verse about
him. and some say that it was Rabbi Akiva

who applied the verse to Rabban Yochanan
ben Zakkai: “I am the Lord.. Who turns wise

men kward and makes their knowl
foolish’ (Isaiah 44:25), as he should |
i him to leave the Jews alone thi
time.
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12. Talmud Bavli, Yoma 23a
The Sages taught in the Tosefta: An
incident occurred where there were two

priests who were equal as they were
running and ascending the ramp. One of

them reached the four cubits before his

colleague, who then, out of anger, took a
knife and stabbed him in the heart.

The Tosefta continues: Rabbi Tzadok then
stood up on the steps of the Entrance Hall
of the Sanctuary and said: Hear this, my
brothers of the house of Israel. The verse
states: “If one be found slain in the land...
and it be not known who had smitten him;

then your Elders and your judges shall
come forth and they shall measure...and it
shall be that the city which is nearest to the
slain man...shall take a heifer”

(Deuteronomy 21:1-3). And the Elders of
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that city took that heifer and broke its neck
in a ritual of atonement. But what of us, in

our situation? Upon whom is the obligation
to bring the heifer whose neck is broken?
Does the obligation fall on the city,
Jerusalem, so that its Sages must bring the
calf, or does the obligation fall upon the
Temple courtyards, so that the priests

bring it? At t] int tl .

mbly of 1 rst in IS.

The father of the boy, i.e., the young priest
who was stabbed, came and found that he
was still convulsing. He said: May my son’s
death be an atonement for you. But my son
is still convulsing and has not yet died, and
as such, the knife, which is in his body, has
not become ritually impure through
contact with a corpse. If you remove it
promptly, it will still be pure for future use.

The Tosefta comments: This incident comes
to teach you that the ritual purity of
utensils was of more concern to them

than the shedding of blood.

IV. The Approach of Rabbi Akiva: Combining Hope with Action

13. Talmud Bavli, Makkot 24b

Again it happened that Rabban Gamliel,
Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria, Rabbi Joshua and
Rabbi Akiva went up to Jerusalem. When
they reached Mt. Scopus, they tore their

garments. When they reached the Temple
Mount, they saw a fox emerging from the

place of the Holy of Holies. The others
r weeping; R i Akiva l hed. Th

Rabbis asked Rabbi Akiva: "Why are you
laughing?" Rabbi Akiva asked the Rabbis:
"Why are you weeping?" The Rabbis said to
Rabbi Akiva: "A place [so holy] that it is said
of it, 'the stranger that approaches it shall
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http://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.1.51
http://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.8.2

die, and now foxes traverse it, and we
shouldn't weep?"

Rabbi Akiva replied: "That is why I laugh.
For it is written, 'I shall have bear witness
for Me faithful witnesses--Uriah the Priest
and Zechariah the son of Jeberechiah. Now
what is the connection between Uriah and
Zechariah? Uriah was [in the time of] the
First Temple, and Zechariah was [in the
time of] the Second Temple!

But the Torah makes Zachariah's prophecy
dependent upon Uriah's prophecy.

With Uriah, it is written: 'Therefore,
because of you, Zion shall be plowed as a
field; [Jerusalem shall become heaps, and
the Temple Mount like the high places of a
forest.]' With Zachariah it is written, 'Old
men and women shall yet sit in the streets
of Jerusalem.

"As long as Uriah's prophecy had not been
fulfilled, I feared that Zechariah's prophecy

may not be fulfilled either. But now that
Uriah's prophecy has been fulfilled, it is

certain that Zechariah's prophecy will be
fulfilled."

With these words they replied to him:
"Akiva, you have consoled us! Akiva, you
have consoled us!"

TWRI WIPR2 7PN 77707 DR I IV 737 0
1Y WTPR2 1°70N

IR DW INRI212 70797 HW DRI 21007 770 KON

AT X 029732 197 (29,3 79%%) 2900 7N
12w MY (7_,8.3999%) 2°n5 777312 [] wann
Do2w17> M2 MIPN D38

XPW X107 N0 IR 2w INRI2 a2 N1 KW 7Y
SW INRIAI 9APNIW WOV 12137 HW INR1A1 270N
NRYRNA 79797 2w IR 17 TN

17 190K 717 W2

1NN R2°PY 1INNN°I R2PY

14. Jerusalem Talmud, Ta'anit, 4:5
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai taught: Akiva, my

master, would interpret the following verse:

“A star has arisen from Jacob...” (Numbers
24:17). Rabbi Akiva, when he saw Bar
Kochba, would say: This is the King
Messiah,

Rabbi Yochanan ben Toreta said to him:
“Akiva! Grass will grow on yvour cheeks, and
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the Messiah will not yet have come!”

15. Avot D'Rabbi n 6:2

What were Akiva's beginnings? It is said: Up
to the age of forty, he had not yet studied a
thing. One time, while standing by the
mouth of a well in Lydda, he inquired, "Who
hollowed out this stone?" and was told,
"Akiva, haven't you read that 'water wears
away stone' (Job 14:19)? - it was water
falling upon it constantly, day after day." At

that, Rabbi Akiva asked himself: Is my mind
harder than this stone? I will go and study

at least one section of Torah.
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16. Talmud Bavli, Yevamot 62b
They said by way of example that Rabbi
Akiva had twelve thousand pairs of
students in an area of land that stretched
from Gevat to Antipatris in Judea, and they
all died in one period of time, because they
did not treat each other with respect. And
] 1d jesol £ Toral il Rabbi
Akiva came to our Rabbis in the South and
taught his Torah to them. This second
group of disciples consisted of Rabbi Meir,
Rabbi Yehuda, Rabbi Yosei, Rabbi Shimon,
and Rabbi Elazar ben Shamua. And these
are the very ones who upheld the study of
Torah at that time.
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V. Tisha Be’Av: Maintaining Hope in a Time of Despair

17. Rabbi Y.D. Soloveitchik, Out of the Whirlwind: Essays on Mourning, Suffering and

the Human Condition, “Aveilut Yeshanah and Aveilut Chadashah”.

...No matter how difficult times are, no matter how great the loss is, however dreary and
bleak the present seems, the future shines with a brilliant glow full of promise. The
messianic hope has never vanished; the people have never been enveloped by the dark

night of despair. While the Temple was being consumed by the purple flames of
destruction, R. Yohanan ben Zakkai was already planning the future redemption. He

introduced takkanot zekher la-mikdash, ritual reminders that although we have lost a




10

Temple built by human hands, we will instead find a sanctuary constructed by the Divine

hand, "... the sanctuary, O Lord, which Thy hands have established" (Ex. 15:17). The more
intense the callousness, the drearier the boredom, the more cruel and ruthless were the

Roman edicts of religious persecution - the louder Rabbi Akiva used to laugh at the
dismal, detestable present and the stronger was his faith in the future (Makkot 24D)...

18. Zechariah. 8

(4) "Thus said Hashem, Old men and old
women will once again sit in the streets of

Jerusalem, each with his staff in his hand
because of advanced age. And the streets of
the city will be filled with boys and girls
playing in its streets.
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Further reading:
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e The Mitzvah of Sefiras Ha'omer, Rabbi Dovid Hirsch, YU Torah To Go,

Pesach 5777.

e Rabban Yohanan Ben Zakkai and Zekher Le-Mikdash, Rabbi Dov Linzer.

Milin Havivin, Vol. 2.
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