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                                Ta’anis – Awaken Us to Teshuva 

This past week was the fast of Asarah b’Teives. This fast 
was established at the time of the prophets, as told to us 
in the Gemara (Rosh Hashana 18b),  צום העשירי זה עשרה בטבת

 The Fast of the Tenth” is on the“ – שבו סמך מלך בבל על ירושלים
Tenth of Teives. The date in which the King of Bavel 
approached (encircled) Jerusalem. This was the beginning 
of the destruction of the Temple. For this reason we fast 
on this day as a remembrance for the Beis Hamikdash. Let 
us discuss the reasons to establish a fast day in order to 
remember a Temple that was destroyed so long ago. If a 
person underwent suffering, which has never abated, 
does he remember the initial pain via a yearly fast? 

 The Rambam (Hilchos Ta’anis Ch.5) writes: There 
are days when the entire nation fasts due to the tragedies 
that befell on those days. This is done in order to awaken 
the hearts, and open the paths to repentance. The fast shall 
serve as a remembrance of our evil deeds, and of our 
fathers’ deeds, that were like our own, which have caused 
them and us the same tragedies. Through remembering 
(our actions) we will repent, as the verse says:  והתוודו את

 And they shall speak out (admit) their – עוונם ואת עוון אבותם
sins, and the sins of their fathers. The fasts are the impetus 
for our teshuva. 

 When a person is devoid of food and drink, his soul 
is purer. Physicalities hurt the soul and drive away 
kedusha – holiness and sanctity. Rabbeinu Yona (Shaarei 
Teshuva 1:30) tells us that as long as man pursues ta’avah 
- physical pleasures, he will be pulled towards 
materialism, and further himself from the “intellectual” 
ways of the soul. Through fasting, one distances himself 
from physicalities, and can more readily come to do 
teshuva.  

 The Rambam also told us that it wasn’t only the 
sins of our ancestors that caused the destruction, rather 
that we too are still perpetuating the same sins. This is the 

reason the destruction has lasted until today. The Talmud 
Yerushalmi sums this up by stating: Every generation that 
does not merit the re-building of the Temple, is considered 
as if it has destroyed the Temple (Yuma 1:1). As we’ve 
explained, this is because the destruction can only be 
maintained as long as we are still holding on to the same 
sins that originally caused it.  

 One does not get punished for the sins of the 
fathers, as the verse says in Devorim (24:16),  לא יומתו אבות

 Fathers will not die due to (the – על בנים ובנים לא ימותו על אבות
sins of) the sons, and the sons will not die due to (the sins of) 
the fathers. We also find a verse in Yirmiyahu (31:25),  אבות

?אכלו בוסר ושיני בנים תקהינה  – Shall the fathers eat unripe 
(fruit) and the teeth of the sons shall weaken? Therefore, if 
we are still without a Beis Hamikdash, it can only be as a 
result of our own sins, not the sins of our fathers. If we 
would have corrected our ways, the Temple would have 
already been rebuilt. It can only remain destroyed as long 
as we maintain the evil deeds that initially destroyed it.   

 What were the sins that caused the destruction of 
the Temple? Chazal tell us in Yuma (9b) that the First Beis 
Hamikdash was destroyed because the people were 
violating the three grave sins of murder, idolatry, and 
illicit relationships. The Second Beis Hamikdash was 
destroyed due to the sin of sinas chinam – baseless hatred 
of fellow Jews. The first exile lasted seventy years, which 
indicates that the nation repented from their sins. The 
Second Temple has yet to be rebuilt, which indicates that 
we have not yet repented from the sin of baseless hatred.  

 The Gemara continues and tells us that the sins 
during the time of the First Temple were “revealed”, 
consequently, the end of their exile was also revealed. The 
latter generation’s sins, were not revealed, and hence, 
their exile’s end has not been revealed. The sins that 
brought upon the first churban – destruction were known 
and public. Given that people knew what was occurring, 
they understood that those sins were the cause of the 
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destruction. They were then able to address the issues 
and repent. This is the reason they merited the re-
building of the Temple. The sin of the generation of the 
second churban, was concealed, as hatred lies in man’s 
heart; it is not revealed. Every person is convinced that he 
is right, and it is the other person that is making the 
mistake. Everyone has reasons and excuses for hating the 
other guy. People truly feel that they are not sinning at all. 
Such people cannot come to repent. This being the case, 
the destruction has lasted until today.  

 In reality, all the reasons and excuses for hatred 
are unjustified, and therefore deemed sinas chinam – lit. 
free hate, or baseless hatred. As we’ve explained many 
times before, when a person is wronged by another, he 
must recognize that all the pain he received was actually 
ordained by Shomayim, even if he is angry to the point of 
hate. His suffering is a result of his wrongdoings. The one 
who pained him is only a medium with which to bring 
about the pain. If that person would not have caused him 
pain, a different source would have. With this in mind, 
there is no place to hate the offender. Similarly, all other 
instances of hate are also unwarranted, thereby rendering 
the hate, baseless. This is the sin that promulgates the 
destruction of the Temple. 

 There are times in which a person is convinced 
that his hate is actually a mitzvah. He truly feels that 
he is doing what’s right by besmirching his friend and 
telling others that he is evil. In this way, he will 
guarantee that others will not heed the other’s words. 
They will think that the other is leading people in a 
faulty way. Such a person, convinced in his ways, will 
even speak lashon harah on Shabbos, a day of 
holiness, deeming his behavior as l’shem Shomayim – 
for the sake of Heaven. In truth, this is all sinas chinam 
which maintains the state of the churban.  

 The Rambam (Hilchos Teshuva 7:3) reveals to us 
that teshuva is not only regarding sins which involve an 
action. One must introspect and seek out negative 
attributes and thoughts that he harbors in his heart: 
anger, hate, manipulation, pursuit of wealth and honor, 
negative desire for food etc. One must repent from all of 
the above. I heard that in Lomza, Hagaon Hatzaddik, Rabbi 
Abba Grosbard zt”l listed six areas of negative middos: 
ga’avah – conceit, ta’avah – pursuit of physical pleasure, 
jealousy, pursuit of wealth, and the pursuit of honor. 
  

 The Rambam goes on to tell us that these negative 
middos are actually harder to repent from than from sins 

which involve an action. Middos are ingrained in the 
person. In order to uproot a negative middah one must 
change his very nature and personality. This is a 
tremendously arduous task. 

 Given that sinas chinam is a sin which stems from 
bad middos, a sin which is in one’s heart, one is unaware 
of his sin and cannot repent from his evil ways. This is 
what is meant in the Gemara that this sin was concealed, 
and hence, the end of the exile is also concealed. 
Regarding the verse, אני השם בעיתה אחישנה – I am Hashem, in 
its proper time, I shall hasten it, Chazal expound 
(Sanhedrin 98a) as follows; If they will merit it, I shall 
hasten it (the redemption). If they do not merit it, it shall 
come in its allotted time. This means that if we repent, 
Hashem shall hasten the geulah – redemption. If we do not 
repent, it shall come to pass in its originally designated 
time, of which we do not know.  

 The Gemara in Sanhedrin (97b) tells us that if we 
do not repent, Hashem shall place an evil king, whose 
harsh decrees will be like Haman’s, upon Klal Yisroel. This 
will bring us to repent. The Yalkut (Tehillim end of Ch.106) 
says, Klal Yisroel will only be redeemed through five 
avenues; through tragedy, through prayer, through the 
merit of the fathers, through teshuva, and through the keitz 
(lit. the end). The avenue of a “king as harsh as Haman” has 
already occurred at the time of the Holocaust. 
Furthermore, in our days there are many people who are 
repenting and returning to the ways of the Torah, despite 
all the animosity towards those who learn Torah. In the 
merit of this teshuva, may we merit the geula – 
redemption.  

Churban – the Shechina Departs 

The destruction of the Temple and the following exile are 
two different ideas. We must learn about the reasons for 
their occurrence. The Nefesh Hachaim (1:4) explains the 
idea of the destruction as follows; “Through our sins, we 
have seemingly (כביכול – the way it seems to our 
understanding) weakened the strength of the Heavens. The 
Temple of the upper worlds has been desecrated. Through 
this, Nevuchadnetzer and Titus had the ability to destroy 
the Temple down here, which stands in parallel to the Upper 
Temple, as Chazal state (Eicha Rabbasi 1:43), קמח טחינא טחינת 
– You have ground up already ground flour (i.e. Titus has 
no power to destroy the Temple if not for our sins already 
destroying the spiritual Beis Hamikdash Ed.)  

 It is known that the Beis Hamikdash radiated 
kedusha to all of Klal Yisroel. The Shechina was visibly 
seen in the Temple, as told to us in Avos (5:5) that there 
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were ten constant miracles which took place in the 
Temple. People were able to see the supernatural 
occurring on a daily basis. Everyone understood that 
“Someone” must control these miracles. This 
strengthened everyone’s level of emunah.  

 The Gemara in Berachos (3a) says that after the 
destruction, we are likened to sons who have been exiled 
from their father’s table. In the Beis Hamikdash we saw 
emunah with our senses; it was tangible. We felt that we 
were near Hashem, just as sons who sit next to their father 
at one table. They see him, and talk with him about 
anything they wish. They receive all of their needs from 
him. This was the feeling Klal Yisroel had prior to the 
destruction. This reality in the Beis Hamikdash had an 
effect upon everyone’s level of emunah.  

 The destruction of the Beis Hamikdash was caused 
by our sins; as sins force the Shechina to distance itself 
from us. Chazal (Rosh Hashana 31a) list the ten “travels” 
of the Shechina as it distanced itself from Klal Yisroel, 
starting from its residence in the Kodesh Kodashim until it 
reached “its place” (far away from us). Rashi explains that 
this process was a slow one, which took place in steps. It 
was a difficult process, as the Shechina wanted to stay put, 
if only the sins would have ceased.   

 When the people ascended to the Temple full of 
sins, they caused the Shechina to flee. The Navi (Yeshaya 
1:12) says, מי ביקש זאת מידכם רמוס חצרי – Who has asked this 
of you; to tread upon (destroy) my courtyard? The point of 
the Beis Hamidash was to radiate kedusha to the entirety 
of Klal Yisroel through the Shechina that was present 
there. Once the Shechina left, the only thing that remained 
were the stones and wooden beams that comprise the 
physical building of the Beis Hamikdash. For such a 
structure, there was no purpose.  

 The destruction, therefore, was not a punishment 
for our sins, rather the sins caused the removal of the 
Shechina from the Beis Hamikdash, at which point there 
was no further reason for its existence. [This is the 
explanation of the words said to Titus, “You have ground 
up, already ground-up flour”. He did not need any special 
merits to succeed in his mission of destroying stones and 
wooden beams which did not contain any kedusha.]  

 The Gemara in Yevamos (96b) relates that there 
was a certain shul in Teveria where there was once a 
dispute in halacha. In the heat of the argument, a sefer 
Torah was torn. Rabbi Yosi Ben Kisma arose and 
proclaimed, “It will be a wonderment if this place does not 
end up a place of idol worship”. The reasoning here is as 

stated above. The kedusha left that shul as a result of the 
anger and bad middos displayed there. Negative middos 
are impure. Such a place is no longer a conduit for prayer 
and learning. At its end, it indeed became a house of idol 
worship. 

 The Sefer Chasidim writes (209): “If you see a 
house of a tzaddik or a shul, that has been destroyed, 
or that wicked people now reside in, know that Yisroel 
used to live there in an inappropriate way. So too, a 
house of learning in which people act with 
lightheartedness will end up falling into the hands of 
the evil ones. It is sufficient for the slave to be like his 
master. The gentiles did not desecrate the House of 
Hashem until the Yidden did so…The gentiles will never 
harm us unless the Jews harm themselves first. The 
scholars will not be scorned unless they will first scorn 
one another, or if others mock the Torah and they do 
not rebuke them.” 

Exile and Redemption 

We have explained the cause for the destruction as being 
the result of the removal of the Shechina, through our sins. 
We still need to explain the idea of our exile; why have we 
been exiled from our land? 

 In the Mussaf prayer we recite,  ומפני חטאינו גלינו

 And due to our sins we have been exiled from our – מארצנו
land. The reason for our exile, is our sins, yet the exile is 
not a punishment. Rather, the point of the exile is to 
awaken us to repent, as we state in davening, הרוצה בתשובה 
– [Hashem] Who desires our repentance. Shomayim 
orchestrates many events in order to facilitate our 
teshuva process. This is the ultimate point of the exile. We 
must introspect and figure out why Hashem has done all 
this to us. Through such thoughts, one will come to repent, 
amend his ways, and bring about the redemption.  

 These two ideas, exile and redemption, are 
discussed at length in the Haftarah of Parashas Parah 
(Yechezkel Ch.36). The verses tell us that we defiled the 
land through our ways and thoughts. We are told of a time 
which was full of sin and negative middos, which in turn 
made the land impure. Therefore, the verse continues, 
Hashem shall scatter us throughout the nations. We see 
that this was in direct response to our actions, in order to 
amend our ways and repent. The Navi continues and 
reveals that even while scattered among the nations, we 
continued in our evil ways. This caused a desecration of 
Hashem’s Name, as the people around them noticed our 
behavior and exclaimed, “These are the people of Hashem, 
and from His land they have come out.” 
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 The solution for such a situation (told to us in the 
next few verses) is that Hashem will bring us back to our 
land. Given that the punishment of exile was not working 
to affect a change in our behavior, and conversely, was 
actually creating a chillul Hashem, it would be better to 
bring us back to our homeland. This might actually bring 
us to teshuva, as the kedusha of the land will affect us. The 
Gemara in Nedorim (22) tells us that the holiness of Israel 
can change one’s middos. Each person, in accordance with 
his level, can attain levels which he could not have 
attained outside of Israel. 

 The Navi then tells us that if this also fails, there is 
one other way to bring us back, namely, through the study 
of Torah. The verse states, וזרקתי עליכם מים טהורים וטהרתם – 
And I shall throw upon you pure water, and you shall be 
purified. We know that the Torah is referred to as water, 
as the Gemara (Bava Kamma 82a) tells us, “There is no 
water other than Torah, as the verse says, All who are 
thirsty, go towards water”. The Rambam (end of Hilchos 
Mikvaos) writes that one who has decided in his heart to 
purify himself from all of the impurities of the soul, 
including negative thoughts and bad middos; once he will 
accept upon himself to stop these behaviors, and then bring 
himself into the “waters of knowledge”, will become pure, as 
the verse says, “And I shall throw upon you pure water, and 
you shall be purified”. We see that learning Torah 
facilitates in the purification process and in repentance 
from all negative middos.   

 We see around us many who have returned to the 
ways of the Torah through its study. Many people who are 
involved in kiruv have told me that the way they bring 
people back is through learning Gemara with them, with 
deep analysis and understanding. Over time, the person 
will come to the ways of the Torah on his own volition, 
without anyone telling them anything of the sort, as we 

know, המאור שבתורה מחזירם למוטב – The light within the 
Torah shall bring them back to the good.  

  This idea is explained in Chazal (Psichta d’Eicha 
Rabba 2). The verse states, ואותי עזבו ותורתי לא שמרו – They 
have left Me, and they have not kept My Torah. Hashem 
says, “If only that they shall leave Me, yet keep my Torah, as 
through the Torah, the light within it shall bring them back 
to the good. The destruction was caused by the three 
cardinal sins and baseless hatred, yet had they kept 
learning Torah, the light within it would have affected 
them to repent. This would have prevented the churban 
haBayis. 

 This is our solace in our generation; as we see so 
many people returning to the ways of Hashem through 
the Torah. At this time, so close to Asarah b’Teives, let us 
hope that we merit Moshiach’s arrival speedily, and that 
next year will be in Yerushalayim. This is all dependent 
upon us doing complete teshuva, and amending our ways.   

 

 

  

  

  

  

 

   

  

 


