
As we enter the Hebrew
month of Av, Jews around
the world begin nine

somber days of mourning leading
up to Tisha Be’av (the 9th of Av),
one of the most solemn days on
the Jewish calendar. There are
many reasons that we mourn on
this day, but most famously it is
because of the destruction of
Jerusalem and the thousands of
years of exile that ensued. Today,
Jerusalem is showing signs of
returning to its innovative roots,
and while we are not theologians,
this new spirit of social and entre-
preneurial energy should be a
cause for celebration for all those
who care deeply about this city.

Jerusalem is a city about which
many poems have been written,
prayers read and songs sung, all
inspiring intense emotions both
for her residents and for people
the world over. Yet, as the city con-
tinues to grow and surpass the rest
of Israel’s municipalities in popu-
lation and geographic size,

Jerusalem also regularly appears
on the top of the charts as Israel’s
poorest city.

A related and perhaps most
alarming phenomenon is the
trend of negative migration from
the city that saps the capital of
much-needed human capital.
Today, Jerusalem struggles to com-
pete with Israel’s coastal cities in
offering the high-quality, well-pay-
ing jobs that are needed to keep
young, educated families in the
city. Additionally, housing prices
continue to rise at a rate that
makes buying a home completely
unattainable for those families.
There is an ongoing competition
with Tel Aviv with regard to cul-
ture and important quality of life
factors, and it seems that not
everyone wants to make their
home at the center of such reli-
gious fervor as exists in Jerusalem.

It does not need to be this way.
Jerusalem of biblical times was the
center of the world; not only in
terms of purely religious beliefs,
but also in what we would today
call “social entrepreneurship.” In
fact, the first Israelite Temple was

built as a result of an innovative
public collections system initiated
by King David and seen to fruition
by King Solomon. The Second
Temple was re-instituted despite
the lack of enthusiasm by the
established leadership, and was
the result of an all-out grassroots
campaign by the Jews returning
from Persia. Jesus, too, preached
his message of social justice from
the streets of Jerusalem.

WE ENVISION Jerusalem rising
again as a center of social activism
and entrepreneurship. The city has
become a hub for young people
fighting to reclaim and renew the
ancient Jerusalem – and we believe
the intensity and diversity which

many point to as a negative is actu-
ally the city’s foremost advantage.

One striking example of this
development is the budding com-
munity in the Jerusalem neighbor-
hood of Kiryat Yovel. Originally
built as housing for union workers
and students, the neighborhood is
today characterized by many differ-
ent socio-economic populations,
often poor and underprivileged
ones that represent Israeli society as
a whole.  Today, thanks to organi-
zations like Ruach Chadasha, scores
of young idealistic students and
families have been moving into
Kiryat Yovel and working together
to improve the neighborhood.

Through educational and cultural
programs that encourage commu-
nal Shabbat celebrations and men-
toring young children, the organi-
zation has connected veteran resi-
dents in new ways to their neigh-
borhood. Ruach Chadasha has also
led the way to developing afford-
able housing models in Jerusalem,
and and is currently working with
its partners to develop the first
built-for-rental housing project in
Israel.

Another example of Jerusalem
leading the way is the internation-
ally successful Moishe House. By
bringing together residents to live
together and host diverse programs
every month for their peers, the
Jerusalem Moishe House empowers
young adults to become facilitators
and leaders of their community.
When Moishe House first sought
to establish a location in Jerusalem
some were skeptical. Within a few
weeks of the announcement, this
center received more applications
than those received at any of its
global locations – demonstrating a
thirst for pluralistic gathering
spaces which celebrate diversity
rather than blaming it for social
ills.

Such programs are not created in
a vacuum. Organizations like Pre-
senTense step up to train these
young social entrepreneurs and
provide them with the tools they
need to create innovative commu-
nity start-ups that change and
improve Jerusalem communities
on a daily basis. While these start-
ups often shine a spotlight on the
less-than-desirable elements of

Jerusalem, we tend to see the silver
(or golden, in this case) lining.

Jerusalem’s population, with all
its complexities and problems,
actually serves as a microcosm of
Israeli society. By encouraging
grassroots, entrepreneurial solu-
tions in Jerusalem, we believe that
the seeds are being sown for solu-
tions to many of the challenges
that Israeli society faces as a whole.

While there is still much work to
be done, accomplishments are
already appearing on the Jerusalem
horizon and we can already see the
emergence of a thriving city. By
harnessing the creative energy that
is bubbling below the surface,
Jerusalem is being restored to its
rightful place as the center of
world-wide social innovation.
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The ninth day of the Hebrew month of
Av, Tisha Be’av, is a day when tradi-
tional Jews fast in memory of the mag-

nificent Temples of Jerusalem which were
each destroyed in their turn first by the
Babylonians in 586 BCE and then again by
the Romans in 70 CE.

The day also is a solemn one in memory
of other historical tragedies associated with
that date. For example, it is said that the
beginning of the first Crusade in 1095, a
time of persecution and slaughter of the
Jews of Europe, and in 1290 the expulsion
of Jews from England both took place on
that date. Tisha Be’av also coincides with
the expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492
and the outbreak of World War I in 1914.

The meaning of this day of tragedies does
not rank high in the consciousness of most
non-Orthodox Jews, and that raises the
question of what might Progressive Jews

make of Tisha Be’av today.
The destruction of the two Temples and

the exile of Jews from our sacred land that
followed, were occasions of death and suf-
fering and sorrow is appropriate. Certainly
all the other historical tragedies associated
with that date are important to remember,

too.
On the other hand, the centrality of the

Temple in Jewish life ended abruptly with
its final destruction and there is little merit
in reviving its traditions anew. Much of the

Temple’s centrality revolved around its role
as a place for animal sacrifice as a sign of
repentance, thanksgiving or celebration.
After the destruction and dispersion, the
Jewish people found other ways worship
built around their synagogues and homes.

Rabbis rose up from the community
instead of priests, and our post-Temple prac-
tices have served us well as we wandered
through the world. I know of no Progressive
Jews who wish to see a reconstructed Tem-
ple, a re-institution of animal sacrifice, and
a return of control over Jewish life to a
hereditary priestly class.

While it was a horrific tragedy of the time,
the destruction of the Second Temple liber-
ated Judaism to become what we treasure
today, a religion based on the study of
Torah, of prayer and of acts of kindness and
compassion: a religion and a way of life that
reaches deeply into everything we do.

The very vibrancy and strength of the Jew-
ish people over the centuries attests to the
wisdom of what we have become and not

what we once were. It may sound odd, but
in that sense Tisha Be’av, especially in the
age of a renewed Jewish Nation in Israel, can
be seen as both an occasion of hope and
optimism as well as one of remembrance
and sorrow.

It is left to us to reconcile the remem-
brance of genuine tragedy with the possibil-
ities for the growth and development of the
Judaism that has been passed down to us. In
that context I observe a fast on Tisha Be’av
until mid day. During that time I study the
traditional text for the day, the biblical book
of Lamentations. At 1:00 p.m. I partake of a
mid-day meal grateful for the Judaism that
has been bequeathed to us over the years, a
Judaism that no longer slaughters animals
and sprinkles their blood as a sign of grati-
tude or as a petition to God.

I celebrate the fact that a Judaism based on
the Temple and its hereditary priestly class
has been replaced by a Judaism we can all
access and immerse ourselves in while we
absorb the lessons our people gleaned over

the centuries: that each of us should use our
individual talents in our own way to make
the world a better place.

TISHA B’AV for me is also the day when I
begin preparing for the period of introspec-
tion culminating in the rituals of Rosh
Hashana and Yom Kippur. Impetus for
beginning the process of repentance comes
from the middle of the book of Lamenta-
tions.

“Let us search and examine our ways and
return to he Eternal One!” (Lamentations
3:40).

For Progressive Jews, then, Tisha Be’av can
be both a day of mourning and a day of joy.
We mourn for the destruction of the Tem-
ple, but we rejoice that we have developed a
strong, resilient means of surviving as Jews.
Mourning the tragedies of the past we begin
to search and examine our way forward and
face the future with hope and courage.

The writer, a rabbi, is president of the World
Union for Progressive Judaism

Ever hear that you are not
supposed to cry over spilt
milk? Why do the Jews sit

there on the floor every year on
the ninth of Av, mourning the
destruction of the Temple eons
ago? Our only consolation is
our belief that the Messiah will
soon arrive. But, while “they
lived happily ever after” is a
great ending for a children’s
story, the worm of cynicism
deep inside smirks at the
thought. We adults have been
around long enough to know
there are no happy endings, so
what is this naïve hoping for
Messiah?

And it’s not like this hoping
is a take-it-or-leave-it footnote
to Judaism, either. Maimonides
lists belief in the coming of
Messiah as one of the Thirteen
Principles of Faith. Why is it so
fundamental?

GETTING BEYOND the cyni-
cism to yearn for Messiah
means I understand that there
is a game plan. Life is not an
endless flipping of calendar
pages, emerging out of noth-
ingness and hurtling towards
more nothingness.

There was a beginning – the
Exodus from Egypt – and there
will be an end, a time when we
reclaim the relationship of love
that started then. During the
long middle of this story, we
hold on to the vision we were
shown at Sinai, hold on to it for
dear life. We experienced that
love once, and we yearn for it
forever more.

It’s like the wife of a famous
refusenik, who was allowed out
of the former Soviet Union
years before her husband. Dur-
ing those years, not a day
passed that she didn’t spend
agitating for her husband’s
release. She was living in the
free world. Surely she ate and
slept during those years; per-
haps she went shopping occa-
sionally. But her entire exis-
tence was defined by her yearn-

ing to reunite with her hus-
band.

We are told that, after death,
we will be asked, “Tzipita
leyeshua?” Did you yearn for
redemption? G-d will say — I
missed you so much. Did you
miss Me? Did you wait every
day for Me to return? Did you
agonize over My absence? And
it will be in direct proportion to
our yearning that we will expe-
rience the joy of re-connection.
If we don’t mind that You are
there, and we are here, we
betray the intimacy of our
experience at Sinai.

Yes, we have lives to live, jobs
to do – and of course, we live
our lives joyfully. But through
it all, the Jew never forgets that
there is something missing.
Even at a wedding, moments
before we break into song and
dance, we shatter a glass to
remind us that though this
wedding is a joyous glimpse of
the unity of the future – there
will always be a corner in our
heart that refuses to be recon-
ciled with Your absence. A part
of us will always ache for You.

RABBEINU YONAH (d. 1263),
in his classic book Shaarei
Teshuva, cites a midrash:

The king sentenced some
bandits to imprisonment.
Once in prison, the prisoners
managed to dig themselves a
tunnel to freedom. Most of
them took the opportunity to
escape, but one stayed behind.
The jailer comes in and beats
the remaining prisoner, saying,
“The way is open before you!
Why have you not escaped?”

We can imagine the prisoner
protesting, “Wait a minute! Go
find the escapees and beat
them. What are you yelling at
me for? I am the good one who
stayed where you put me!”

And the jailer would respond,
“No! You are the problem! The
others realized they were in jail;
they took the first opportunity
to escape. You, by staying put,
have declared that you are
comfortable with the way
things are. You have betrayed

freedom!”
We are that prisoner. Cheer-

fully sitting around in galut,
exile, we decorate the cell; we
pipe in some music – we’re
having a grand old time.

“I will remove your heart of
stone and replace it with a
heart of flesh,” Ezekiel says.

But who needs a heart of
flesh? A heart of stone is much
more comfortable. Who wants
to care so much? Who wants to
mourn? Who wants to be so
aware of what we are missing?
Get with the program! Put that
smile back on your face and get
back on stage.

Yet, sometimes it is pain and
mourning  that peels us off our
infatuation with the superficial
and forces us to dig deeper for
the source of real joy. So, G-d
makes galut a little less com-
fortable. We notice it’s getting
hotter, and we run to adjust the
air conditioning. We’re OK.
We’ve got it. Everything is
under control.

G-d waits. He waits for us to
notice that we are in prison. He
waits for us to let the pain cata-
pult us into His arms.

The prophet Zecharia calls us
Asirie Tikva, prisoners of hope.
Being in a constant state of
hope and longing is hard. It’s
difficult to live in this world
like strangers in a strange land
– never totally fitting in, never
feeling completely at home.
Everyone else is dancing to the
music, fine and dandy. Only
we (even while dancing) have
our eyes pinned to the door,
bound by love, with ropes of
hope, to another world, anoth-
er reality. Yet when that reality
arrives, it is all those years of
yearning – those years of
mourning what was, those
years of hope for the future –
which will bind us to the
Source of all Joy.

The writer lectures weekly to
hundreds of Israeli university stu-
dents on Jewish thought, through
the organization Nefesh Yehudi.
She welcomes comments and
questions and can be reached at
miriamjpost@gmail.com

Shortly after making aliya, I spent my
first Tisha Be’av Eve participating in
the sivuv she’arim, an annual march

that circles the Old City of Jerusalem,
organized by the Women in Green. The
night began with a reading of Lamenta-
tions in Independence Park, opposite the
US Consulate. Following some criticisms of
White House policy, we set off on foot
towards the Old City’s walls, aglow in the
night. We marched, surrounded by a heavy
police presence as Arab youth looked on,
stopping at several points to listen to
speeches from activists and members of
Knesset.

But it didn’t feel like Tisha Be’av.
Where was the sadness? The mourning?

The pain?
Instead, there was a feeling of triumph

and victory in the warm Jerusalem air.
Some of the participants waved flags; oth-
ers chanted slogans and sung songs. It was
unlike anything I had ever experienced.
And it made me uncomfortable. I was used
to sitting on the floor in a darkened syna-
gogue, trying to access the pain of the
destruction of Jerusalem and our Holy
Temples.

The truth is, Jews the world over struggle
to relate to a destruction that happened
2,000 years ago. How do we make Tisha
Be’av meaningful? How do we feel a real
sense of loss for something we never
knew?

And in Jerusalem, the challenge is even
greater. The opening words of Lamenta-
tions, “Alas – she sits in solitude! The city
that was great with people has become like
a widow,” seem almost anachronistic.
With a population of over 800,000,
Jerusalem today is a vibrant city. It teems
with tourism, culture and life. A simple sur-
vey of all of the cranes in the sky suggest
Jerusalem’s continuous growth and expan-
sion.

How do we mourn for the destruction in
a rebuilt Jerusalem?

After the Six Day War, the chief rabbi of
the IDF, Shlomo Goren, made changes to
“Nachem,” an additional prayer recited on
Tisha Be’av afternoon. The traditional ver-
sion describes Jerusalem as “the city that is
in sorrow, laid waste, scorned and desolate;
that grieves for the loss of its children, that
is laid waste of its dwellings, robbed of its
glory, desolate without inhabitants. She

sits with her head covered like a barren,
childless woman.”

In the IDF siddur that he edited and pub-
lished in 1970, Rabbi Goren wrote that this
liturgy is “not appropriate when Jerusalem
is free and under Israel’s sovereignty.”
Instead, he chose a text based on the
Jerusalem Talmud, the siddur of Amram
Gaon, and Maimonides, which limits the
description of Jerusalem to “the city that is
in sorrow, laid waste, and in ruin.” The
more subtle language, Rabbi Goren felt,
better expressed the new reality of a uni-
fied Jerusalem, under Jewish control.

Serving as Ashkenazi chief rabbi of the
State of Israel from 1973-1983, Rabbi
Goren attempted to formally institute the
changes he made to Nachem, but was
unsuccessful. While the changes were
minor, they were controversial. Rabbis Isser
Yehuda Unterman, Ovadiah Yosef, Tzvi
Yehudah Kook and Joseph B. Soloveitchik,
among others, opposed the changes. How
can we change the liturgy, they asked,
while Jerusalem is still denigrated without
the Holy Temple standing?

This debate over the wording of Nachem
reflects the very real tension of mourning
the destruction today, in a rebuilt
Jerusalem. The Jewish People’s 2,000-year-
old “Dream of Zion,” is no longer. It has
become a reality. Like the fiery phoenix,

rising from the ashes of gas chambers and
crematoria, the Jewish People returned to
their soil. The dry bones in Ezekiel’s vision
have indeed come to life, and returned to
their land. As the prophet Zechariah fore-
told, “Elderly men and women once again
sit in the streets of Jerusalem... and boys
and girls play in her streets.” The world
witnessed the miracle of the birth of the
Jewish state.

But while we have returned to our bor-
ders, and in the years since seen the unifi-
cation of Jerusalem, things are still far from
perfect. We live with a nuclear threat from
Iran looming, enemy states on our borders,
and the constant threat of terrorism. Israel
is delegitimized and demonized in the
media. And we are divided as a people. We
suffer from a lack of unity and baseless
hatred for one another, which according to
the Talmud was the cause for the destruc-
tion of the Second Temple.

So there I was marching in the sivuv
shearim, full of mixed emotions, when I
realized that this schizophrenia is the very
dialectic of Tisha Be’av itself. In the Tal-
mud, Tisha Be’av is described as a day of
crying and mourning for all times, yet it is
also the symbolic birthday of the Messiah.
It is a day which, over the course of Jewish
history, saw many tragic events, yet it is
also called a mo’ed, an appointed time or
holiday, and one day will be transformed
into a festival, as is promised.

In one Talmudic account, upon entering
the Temple, the Babylonians see the
Cherubs entangled in an embrace, express-
ing God’s love for Israel despite the devas-
tating destruction take place all around.
Tisha Be’av is a bitter day – but it’s also a
day of hope.

In the prayer for the welfare of the State
of Israel, we describe this young state as the
“first flowering of our redemption.” We
recognize that something profound hap-
pened 64 years ago, but we are not there
yet – we are witness merely to the first
flowering. It’s only just the beginning. We
live during challenging and confusing
times, but also during exciting times. We
live at a unique moment history.

To truly experience Tisha Be’av is to
appreciate how far we have come, and how
far we still are.

The writer, a rabbi, lives in Jerusalem, where
he teaches Torah inspired by the Land and her
people. His forthcoming book isReturn again:
The argument for Aliyah. 
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