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This Tuesday is Asarah b’Tevet, the 10th of Tevet. I suspect it will come 
and go as an ordinary day for most Jews, yet others will observe it as one 
of three rabbinically ordained, dawn-to-nightfall fasts recalling events 
surrounding the destruction of the Temple in ancient Jerusalem. There is 
another fast, much better known, on Tisha B’Av, the 9th of Av. That is a 
25-hour fast commemorating the destruction of both the First and Second 
Temples and other devastating events in Jewish history. 
 
This particular fast commemorates the onset of the siege of Jerusalem by 
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylonia, which ended 18 months later in with the 
sacking of the city and the destruction of the First Temple, toward the end 
of the 6th century before the Common Era. 
 
The other three fasts traditional Jews observe in connection with the 
Temple are Tzom Gedalia, which occurs the day after Rosh Hashanah, and 
Tzom Sh’va Asar b’Tammuz, three weeks before Tisha B’Av.  
 
...or do we? We are, after all a TRADITIONAL, egalitarian shul. Yet like 
most shuls like ours, very few people will be fasting this coming Tuesday. I 
thought it could be interesting to muse over about the question: What 
should we be thinking about when we develop a stance on whether and 
how to observe these fasts?  
 
A few excellent Jewish educators I know (Rabbi Zvi Hirschfield, Aviva 
Golbert, and Rabbi Michael Hattin) recently reflected on the meaning of 
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these fast days for them personally, each using through the lens of a 
different source, and I thought those sources would offer a fertile field for 
seeding the questions to be asking when we think about these 
Temple-mourning fasts. 
 
Zecharia Ch. 7: This text comes to us after sacrifices have resumed in the 
rebuild Temple which has not yet been rededicated. The prophet is asked 
whether it is still necessary to fast in remembrance of its destruction. [See 
the boldfaced section, v. 3-6--]. The prophet answers on God’s behalf, 
saying that up to now, their mourning has been for their own 
benefit--serving their own need to grieve--but there is still much more 
reconciliation to do even with the Temple rebuilt. God needs them to 
correct the injustices in their society, and continuing to fast may help the 
people to be reminded of that.  
 
When we consider this message, we know that it is so easy to overlook the 
most fundamental building blocks of a healthy society when we are trying to 
build our lives from one day to the next. So, one question is: Are these fast 
days effective ways to connect us back to thinking about our 
responsibilities to God, and/or to a vision of a better society? And, if so, are 
we talking about the society in which we live, or Israeli society, or 
something else? And, critically, does taking a day for that kind of 
introspection change our behavior, or could we organize our community 
around more effective way to accomplish the same goal on that day? 
 
The Zecharia passage also exposes the tension between ritual observance 
and moral behavior, which are not necessarily mutually inclusive or 
codependent. We explore that tension on Yom Kippur as well, when we 
read the 58th chapter of Isaiah. From an halachic standpoint, these fasts 
are still on the books. The Conservative rabbinate shows no signs of 
legislating them out, although many Conservative rabbis do not observe 
them by fasting all day. Of what value are these fasts if they do not 
stimulate a meaningful outcome? Is there value in keeping them simply 



because they are part and parcel of what Jews have done for millenia? 
And, if so, what do we make of the reality that most Jews do not even know 
about these fasts, and even fewer keep them?  
 
Let’s look at the next text, which is from the Babylonian Talmud, Bava 
Batra. (Note that Talmudic language is very terse, so the bolded English 
text represents the Hebrew words, and the unbolded text fills in what is 
elided in the Hebrew.) This text speaks to a rise in asceticism following the 
destruction of the Second Temple. Rabbi Yehoshua asks the ascetics why 
they refrain from eating meat and drinking wine.They answer that it feels 
unconscionable to derive pleasure from the products that had once been 
burned or poured out as offerings on the altar. Rabbi Yehoshua then 
counters. Let’s read the text together (read through the quote from Malachi 
3:9). Two ideas spring from what Rabbi Yehoshua is saying. First, life must 
go on. And second--and this continues to be a Jewish legal principle--we 
do not enact legislation that most Jews will not follow. From those alone, 
one might think we could apply those principles and write off the fasts we 
are talking about. But not so fast. Rabbi Yehoshua goes on to teach that 
we should not over-mourn, but we should find ways to carry the loss of the 
Temple with us. He then gives a bunch of cute suggestions for how we can 
symbolically remember the Destruction. The conversation extends over 
subsequent generations, with a later rabbi suggesting, for example, that 
when we prepare a meal, we could leave out a small, fried fish. (!) 
 
The editor of the Talmud ends this discussion by bringing us back to an 
earlier teaching (at the bottom of page 3): Really, we should not eat meat 
or drink wine since the Temple was destroyed, but no way is that going to 
happen. That policy will never stand. 
 
For me, the questions that bubble to the surface are these: 

1. One: Does it make sense to set aside 4 days a year to think about the 
Temple? And, if so, why? Might it be that the only reason to set aside 
days for remembering the Temple and its destruction--and I believe it 



is worth something--is to feel an emotional connection to our 
ancestors.  

2. If we stop even pretending to miss the Temple, will we also lose a 
certain way of connecting emotionally to texts and liturgies that refer 
to the Temple, the sacrificial cult, and the Destruction? 

3. Will we lose an important sensitivity to our history by giving up this 
embodied way of remembering our tragedies? 

 
We can have different answers to those questions. I think they are worth 
exploring and discussing. 
 
Finally, let’s take a look at the last text, also from the Talmud. This teaching 
draws from the Zecharia text with which we began. [Read the boldfaced 
text on the last page.]...One take-away from this is that the fasts are 
barometers of how we are doing as a people, prompting questions similar 
to those we raised earlier. Another take-away--and many Jews follow 
this--is that perhaps, given that we have the State of Israel and a thriving 
diaspora, we should keep the major fast of Tisha B’Av and let go of the 
others.  
 
I am torn between wanting to jettison the three minor fasts and a sense that 
that is not the correct halachic approach. And so with all of those other 
questions as a sort of scaffold, I would ask: Can we reframe the minor 
Temple-related fasts and create new rituals that can help us yearn for--and 
work toward--the best ideals that the Temple once represented? Can we 
make these days that foster unity, pluralism, and awe? Above all, how can 
we use these days to feed the hope that as Jews, we practice a way of life 
that reflects a vision for how to build a just, compassionate, life-giving, and 
better world?  
 
Asarah b’Tevet is three days away. How will you use it this year? 
 


