
July 24, 2020 – 3 Av, 5780 – Shabbat Hazon 

Dear TBE community, 

As we enter this Shabbat we do so mindful of the fact that we are now in the midst of the so-called 
“Three Weeks”.  The term makes reference to the period from the middle of the Hebrew month of 
Tammuz through the 9th of Av (Tisha b’Av), a time when traditionally observant Jews refrain from 
pleasurable activities in order to recall – and mourn – the destruction of the First and Second Temples 
(and other historical calamities). 

For many non-Orthodox Jews, the idea of entering a state of semi-mourning to mark tragedies that 
transpired centuries, even millennia, in the past seems quite far-fetched.  Why should I regret the 
destruction of an institution that stood in the way of the advent of rabbinic Judaism, the form of prayer-
based worship and study that lies at the heart of contemporary Jewish practice?  

What has “saved” Tisha b’Av for me throughout the years, and preserved its relevance even as I happily 
embrace the empowerment and dynamism introduced by the Temple’s demise is two things: First, I 
believe that it is important for a people, a society, to set aside time to publicly and communally mark 
their tragedies, not just the events of the distant past, but the fact that life invariably at regular but 
unpredictable intervals throws before us obstacles and hardships that we must weather together—even 
as we are supporting each other through the fear and isolation of the coronavirus pandemic. 

Second, I am inspired by the way that the Temple’s destruction has come to be recast in the rabbinic 
imagination.  Rather than simply recording the tragedy, with all the accompanying sorrow and 
destruction (which we do each year with the reading of Eicha (the Book of Lamentations), the rabbis 
also offered up an explanatory framework to propose how we might avert future tragedies of this 
magnitude. 

Sinat hinam (“baseless hatred”) was the explanation that the rabbis gave for why the Israelites suffered 
so grievously when faced with an external challenge.  Had we earlier addressed the sources of societal 
disunity and inequity, we might have been in a stronger position to respond to the challenges posed, in 
that case, by an invading army. 

A similar argument can be made in our own day.  Had we worked through the years to create a more 
just and inclusive society, one in which all individuals had easy and affordable access to medical care, 
and those who needed to absent themselves from hazardous situations had the means to do so, 
perhaps we would have averted such a heavy burden of infections.  And not unrelated to this, had we 
been more aggressive and far-reaching in our attempts to root out racially-based divisions and 
discrimination in our society throughout the generations, we might have averted the gruesome death of 
George Floyd and other pernicious manifestations of an ingrained institutional racism. 

This year, as we as a congregation mark Tisha b’Av, we will be doing so with an eye to bringing these 
more contemporary messages to the fore.  We will precede our traditional recitation of Eicha and kinot 
(poems of lament) – some of which will be in English this year – with a program looking at the invidious 
effects of racism and the vision that might lead up to heal some of society’s wounds. 

Our guest speaker for this program, which will take place on Wed, July 29 beginning at 8 p.m., will be 
Cal Walker, co-founder of Village at Ithaca and life-long activist on behalf of the empowerment of 



disadvantaged individuals and communities.  Cal will be participating in a discussion with me on the 
topic of “Ahavat Hinam—Baseless Love: A Vision for Healing Society’s Rifts by Cultivating Love.”  The talk 
anticipates a year in which I envision the TBE community engaging in a series of activities addressing the 
scourge of racism in this country. 

I invite you to join us for this very special program which will be streamed over Zoom at: 
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82436567084  (Meeting ID: 824 3656 7084, no password). 

Looking forward to seeing many of you on Tisha b’Av but first, a foretaste of the world we hope to build 
as we embark on Shabbat. 

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 
 


