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THE LORD IS RIGHTEOUS IN ALL HIS WAYS

The Unique Permission to Ask “Eikhah”
on Tish‘ah be-Av

not are different from piyutim, or liturgical poetry.
Piyutim were composed for two reasons. First, to teach peo-

ple. On Pesah we recite piyutim about hametz and matzah, the
seder, and similar topics. It was impossible for us to teach with-
out the piyutim because the government did not allow us to do
so more directly. Second, piyutim enable us to express our praise
and thanksgiving, hallel ve-hoda’ah, to Ha-Kadosh Barukh Hu.
By contrast, Kinot are made up of questions and complaints.
Eikhah means “how” or “why”: “How is it possible?” “How could
You have done it?” “Why did You do it?” “I don’t understand.”
But this raises a very serious question. What right do we have
to say Kinot, to ask and to complain? Normally, the rule is to the

contrary; we are not allowed to ask such questions. On. any
other day, if, God forbid, disaster strikes, the law is that a Jew
cannot ask eikhah, “why.” The very question of eikhah is intol-
erable. Who am I to ask Ha-Kadosh Barukh Hu to explain any-
thing to me? What do you mean, “how” or “why?” Who are you
to understand? What allows you to be so bold? What right do
you have to address yourself to Ha-Kadosh Barukh Hu this
way? “Kakh alah be-mahshavah lefanai” (Menahot 29b), says
the Gemara in the name of God. This is My will, and that is all!
In situations of distress, we never ask questions of Ha-Kadosh
Barukh Hu. If someone, God forbid, loses a member of his fam-
ily, he does not rend his garments with the word eikhah. On the
contrary, when a Jew finds himself in a catastrophic situation,
he says, “Blessed be . . . the true Judge” (Berakhot 54a). He
acknowledges that the judgment of Ha-Kadosh Barukh Hu is
true and just, and that is all. He says “I sinned,” and immedi-
ately recites the Vidduy. Normally our words do not consist of
questions but of vidduyim, confessions. We say, “Al het she-
hata’nu,” [We ask forgiveness] “for the sin we have committed,”
and nothing more.

— 86 —

Themes of Tish‘ah be-Av

is the characteristic word of Kinot. The mitzvah of Kinot is to
ask etkhah, to do something that is normally forbidden. There is
no Vidduy on Tish‘ah be-Av, there is no Tahanun. Tish‘ah be-Av
is a day of complaining. On Tish‘ah be-Av, Jewish law simply
relieves the Jew of saying Vidduy and tells him, “Go on with
your complaints.” Ha-Kadosh Barukh Hu wants it and permits
it. And not only is permission granted, but Ha-Kadosh Barukh
Hu actually requires this of Keneset Yisrael. We are required to
ask “How is this possible?” The entire Book of Eikhah revolves
around questions that we would not be permitted to address to
the Almighty in times of avelut hadashah.

> But why is today different? Why are we allowed to do some-
thing today that is prohibited to us every other day of the year?
Our right to ask on Tish‘ah be-Av comes from the precedent set
for us by Jeremiah. A special license is granted Keneset Yisrael
that allows them to ask eikhah on Tish‘ah be-Av because
Jeremiah wrote a book in the biblical canon that begins with the
word eikhah. Sefer Eikhah is not the introduction to the Kinot,
it is kinot. In fact, Sefer Eikhah is known not as Megillat Eikhah
but as Megillat Kinot or Sefer Kinot. The first sefer ha-kinot was
Eikhah. If Jeremiah had not written the Book of Eikhah with
divine inspiration, we would have been enjoined from asking
the question eikhah. We cannot just ask questions and say kinot
on our own; we have to begin by first reciting the kinot that
were said prophetically and committed to writing. Since
Jeremiah asked eikhah and Ha-Kadosh Barukh Hu did not
reject it, we have a right to ask eikhah. In fact, many kinot
revolve around a word in Eikhah. They have to do so, for other-
wise we would be prohibited from reciting them.

That is why we do not say Kinot right after Ma‘ariv on the
night of Tish‘ah be-Av. The right to say Kinot is established
only by reading the Book of Eikhah first. And that is why there
is no interruption then between the Book of Eikhah and the
Kinot. The Kinot we recite are simply a continuation of the

— 89 —
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A Tribute to the Rebbitzen of Talne

pass on? I admit that T am not able to define precisely the mas-
soretio role of the Jewish mother. Only by circumscription I hope
to be able to explain it. Permit me to draw upon my own ex-
periences. 1 used to have long conversations with my mother.

In fact, it was a monologue rather than a dialogue. She talked’

and I “happened” to overhear. What did she talk about? T must
use an halakhic term in order to answer this question: she talked
me-inyana de-yoma. I used to watch her arranging the house
in honor of a holiday. T used to see her recite prayers; I used
to watch her recite the sidra every Friday night and I still
remember the nostalgic tune. I learned from her very much.

Most of all I learned that Judaism expresses itself not only
in formal compliance with the law but also in a living experience.
She taught me that there is a flavor, a scent and warmth to
mitzvot. I learned from her the most important thing in life —
to feel the presence of the Almighty and the gentle pressure of
His hand resting upon my frail shoulders. Without her teachings,
which quite often were transmitted to me in silence, I would have
grown up a soulless being, dry and insensitive.

The laws of Shabbat, for instance, were passed on to me by
my father; they are a part of mussar avikha. The Shabbat as a
living entity, as a queen, was revealed to me by my mother; it is
a part of forat imekha. The fathers knew much about the Shab-
bat; the mothers lived the Shabbat, experienced her presence, and
perceived her beauty and splendor.

The fathers taught generations how to observe the Shabbat,
mothers taught generations row to greet the Shabbat and how
to enjoy her twenty-four hour presence. :

Two Complementary Missions

There is a distinction between mother’s and father’s mission

within the covenantal community, since they represent two dif-
ferent personalistic approaches. Father’s teaching is basically of
an intellectual nature. Judaism is to a great extent an intellec-
tual discipline, a method, a system of thought, a hierarchy of
values. In order to be acquainted with all these aspects, one
must study, comprehend, acquire knowledge and be familiar at
least with its basic principles. Let me confide: it is not too easy
a task. The teaching must be strict, exact and conscientious. If
the father cannot accomplish it all by himself, he must see to it
that his child obtains the necessary instruction.

However, Judaism is not only an intellectual tradition but an
experiential one as well. The Jew not only observed but experi-
enced the Shabbat, the Jew experienced Rosh Hashana and Yom
Kippur. He did not only recite prayers on those days. The seder
was not just a ceremonial, but a great experiential event. There is
beauty, grandeur, warmth, and tenderness to Judaism. All these
qualities cannot be described in cognitive terms. One may behold
them, feel them, sense them. It is impossible to provide one with
a formal training in the experiential realm. Experiences are com-
municated not through the word but through steady contact,
through association, through osmosis, through a tear or a smile,
through dreamy eyes and soft melody, through the silence at twi-
light and the recital of Shema. All this is to be found in the mater-
nal domain. The mother creates the mood; she is the artist who is
responsible for the magnificence, solemnity and beauty. She tells
the child of the great romance of Judaism. She somehow commu-
nicates to him the tremor, the heartbeat of Judaism, while play-
ing, singing, laughing and crying.
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Objectivity and Subjectivity

At this juncture, however, let us digress and examine the
problem of objectivity and subjectivity in Judaism. This exami-
nation will provide us with the proper background against
which to view the institution of marriage.

We know very well that Judaism has always demanded that
the religious gesture, though steeped in the deepest strata of
the human personality, must be objectified and crystallized in
concrete physical deeds. There are two aspects to the religious
gesture in Judaism: strict objective discipline and exalted sub-
jective romance. Both are indispensable. For instance, the com-
mandment of Shema requires, on the one hand, an inner act of
surrender to the will of the Almighty. On the other hand, this
subjective experience of submission must be translated into a
physical act of reciting the Shema. The same is true of prayer.
It consists of both experiencing the complete helplessness of
man, his absolute dependence upon God, and the performance
of the ritual of prayer, of reciting fixed texts. The Bible spoke of
the commandment to love one’s neighbor (Lev. 19:18). However,
in Talmudic literature, emphasis was placed not only upon sen-
timent, but upon action, which is motivated by sentiment. The
Hoshen Mishpat, the Jewish code of civil law, analyzes not
human emotions but actual human relations. The problem of
the Hoshen Mishpat is not what one feels toward the other, but
how he acts toward him.

Judaism has always believed that wherever actions are fair
and relations are just, whenever man is able to discipline him-
self and develop dignified behavioral patterns, the latter are

Feelings not manifesting themselves in deeds are volatile and
transient; deeds not linked with inner experience are soulless
a_zﬂ_r_i}y_gl_iggg Both the subjective as well as the objective com-
ponent are indispensable for the self-realization of the religious
personality. Yet Halakhah lays emphasis upon actions rather
than upon experiences, for it is confident that, while actions are
capable of stirring the soul, exciting the imagination and firing
the heart, feelings — no matter how noble and dignified, no
matter how strong and violent — may exhaust themselves in an
inner tempest without breaking through to the surface at all.
Man, Halakhah has been teaching us, must first of all respond
to the call of duty and act in accordance with Divine discipline.

Only then may he relive these acts of discipline as fascinating
ideals and great experiences. The central dimension of Judaism
is the voluntas, the will; God summons man to affirm the bind-
ing authority of the Divine norm. Only then does an inner rela-
tionship between God and man begin to bud and blossom.

Judaism is first a discipline and second a romance.




For additional references to this theme in the works of Rabbi Soloveitchik, see “U-
Bikashtem mi-Sham,” in Ish ha-Halakhah — Galuy ve-Nistar (Jerusalem, 1979), 210-11,
n. 19, and Shiurim le-Zekher Abba Mari 2”1, vol. 2 (Jerusalem, 2002), 198-206 (regarding
avelut and simhat yom tov; “Ra‘ayonot al ha-Tefillah,” in Ish ha-Halakhah — Galuy ve-
Nistar, pp. 239-43; “Mah Dodekh mi-Dod,” in Divrei Hagut ve-Ha ‘arakhah (Jerusalem,
1982), 79; “Pleitat Sofreihem,” in ibid., pp. 137-40; “Al Ahavat ha-Torah ve-Geulat
Nefesh ha-Dor,” originally published in Ha-Doar 39:27 (May 27, 1960):519, later
reprinted in Pinhas Peli, ed., Be-Sod ha-Yahid ve-ha-Yahad (Jerusalem, 1976), 407-08,
and in an abridged version printed in Divrei Hashkafah (Jerusalem, 1993), 243-44;
«7emanei ha-Teshuvah ve-Yihudam,” in Yemei Zikaron (Jerusalem, 1989), 233; The
Halakhic Mind (New York, 1986), 78-81, 85; “Kibbud u-Mora: The Honor and Fear of
Parents,” Family Redeemed, pp. 126-30; “Petition, Prayer and Crisis,” in Worship of the
Heart, pp. 13-19, 21; “Intention (Kavvanah) in Reading Shema and in Prayer,” in
Worship of the Heart, pp. 87-106; “Reflections on the Amidah,” in Worship of the Heart,
pp. 146-47; Aaron Rakeffet-Rothkoff, The Rav, vol. 2, pp. 147-48, 169-70, 175-80, 210-
12; B. David Schreiber, Sefer Nora'ot ha-Rav, vol. 9 (1998), end; Pinhas Peli, Al ha-
Teshuvah (Jerusalem, 1975), 40-41, 58 n.; Letter to Morris Laub, dated January 23, 1972,
published in R. Nathaniel Helfgot, ed., Community, Covenant and Commitment: Selected
Letters and Communications by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (Jersey City, 2005), 337-
38; Abraham R. Besdin, Reflections of the Rav: Lessons in Jewish Thought (Jerusalem,
1979), 143-44 on the sin of Korah, 163; Amold Lustiger, Before Hashem You Shall be
Purified: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik on the Days of Awe (Edison, 1998), 17-22.

Lonely Man of Gt (MY, (492)

JOSEPH B. SOLOVEITCHIK

Prayer is basically an awareness of man finding
himself in the presence of and addressing himself
to his Maker, and to pray has one connotation only:
to stand before God.* To be sure, this awareness
has been objectified and crystallized in standard-
ized, definitive texts whose recitation is obligatory.
The total faith commitment tends always to tran- -
scend the frontiers of fleeting, amorphous subjec-
tivity and to venture into the outside world of the
well-formed, objective gesture. However, no matter
how important this tendency on the part of the
faith commitment is—and it is of enormous signif-
icance in the Halakhah, which constantly demands
from man that he translate his inner life into
external facticity—it remains unalterably true that
the very essence of prayer is the covenantal experi-
ence of being together with and talking to God and
that the concrete performance such as the recita-

*The fact that we commence the recital of the “Eighteen Benedic-
tions” by addressing ourselves to the God of Abrsham, Isaac, and
Jacob is indicative of the covenantal relstionship which, in the
opinion of our sages, lies at the very root of prayer. The fact that
prayer is founded upon the covenantal relationship is responsible
for the omission of Malkbut (God's cosmic kinship or sovereignty)
from the “Eighteen Benedictions.” In order to avoid misunderstand-
ing, 1 wish 0 add that the phrase melckd bo-lom (King of the
universe) was eliminated from the basic benediction formula, while
the term melekd (King) does appesr in several places; vide Tosafot,
Berakbot 40b sub~ex.
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