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Tisha B’Av 

Tonight we usher in the 8th day of the month of Av.  This is not really 

significant except that tomorrow evening we will be on the cusp of Tisha 

B’Av, or the 9th day of the 5th month (Av).  What I will be talking about is not 

the 8th day but the 9th,  Tisha B’Av – I mention this only because tomorrow 

evening begins a fasting holyday while tonight, we get to enjoy an oneg after 

the service, a fitting way to welcome Shabbat.   

 

There aren’t many fasting holydays; we usually celebrate with food --   

although, we are sometimes restricted in what we can eat.  So why fast on 

Tisha B’Av?  For that matter, why observe this holiday at all?  To most of us 

it is known as the saddest day of the Jewish year.  The day that both the first 

and second temples were destroyed.  The day that the Jews were expelled 

from England in 1290 and from Spain in 1492.  The day that WWI began.  

The day in 1942 that is attributed to the first deportation of Jews to 

extermination camps.  The list goes on and on, and on.  As a matter of fact, 

we often equate this day with every bad thing that ever happens.  So, I ask, 

why observe this holyday; why not just forget about it and try to wipe it 

from our minds – or even swipe it clear off our calendars?  It is not one of 

the festivals that Torah requires us to observe.  In the Tanakh it is only 

mentioned 1 time, as the day that the Babylonians burnt the first temple to 

the ground.  There is no record of any type of observance or anniversary 

gathering.  WE ARE NOT REQUIRED BY LAW TO DO THIS! 

 

So why fast?  The answer is simple – this is a solemn time;.  If we are going 

to observe it, we mourn and we fast.  The answer to why we should observe 

it is more complex.  We need to take a closer look to answer this.  What 

most of us don’t think about is that Tisha B’Av is not just a stand-alone day 

that symbolizes disaster, it is the last day of a 21 day downward spiral.  We 

have already been in mourning for 20 days and are now in the 21st day.   The 
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Babylonians may have destroyed the temple on the 9th of AV, but they 

breeched the walls of Jerusalem 20 days earlier.  We had already been in a 

horrible war for 20 days.  And, again about 500 years later, the Romans 

repeated this action, storming the walls of the city on the 17th of Tammuz 

and destroying the temple 20 days later, on the 9th of Av.  So, by the time we 

get to Tisha B’Av, we have already experienced 20 days where things keep 

getting bleaker and bleaker.  We seldom think of those other 20 days but 

when we do, they are demarked with a fast at both the beginning and the 

end.  We would never reach the despair of Tisha B’Av if we hadn’t been 

struggling for a 21 day period.  On the 21st day, we hit rock bottom. 

 

At this point, some people question why God would stand by and let such 

terrible things happen.  And others answer that God is punishing us for our 

wicked ways.  But my God is neither uncaring nor sadistic and I am 

compelled to look for a different answer.  I want to state right now that 

Tisha B’Av is not a punishment, it is a gift to us from God, a God who cares 

so much that He waits patiently until we are ready to receive this most 

precious gift.   He understands how stiff-necked we can be.  He knows how 

important and independent we feel….  He is resigned to the fact that we 

always want to do everything for ourselves.  And, He has waited for us to 

finally realize that we can’t do it alone.  Now that we have landed at the 

bottom, there is nowhere to go but up; there is nothing to do but admit we 

need help.  The 9th of Av is the pivotal point when we turn and cry out to 

Him.  Tisha B’Av is, at least metaphorically, the time that this happens.  It is 

the day back in Exodus when the Jewish slaves could no longer bare the 

burden the that Egyptian slave masters had placed on them.  And when they 

called to Adonai, he responded just as he does to us: “Hey, sounds like you 

need a do-over” 

God hasn’t abandoned us, He has just been waiting for us to let Him help.  

Our years cycle, Tisha B’Av comes around every year giving us a chance  

every year to start over fresh again but, this time, with a little more 
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knowledge, a little more skill and, most importantly, with God as our 

partner.  Tisha B’Av is the ability to participate in this do-over.  It is a 

wonderful gift.    

We’ve been talking about a 21 day period.  But there is nothing magical 

about 21 days.  It could have been more; it could have been less.  It could 

have been 21 weeks or even 21 months.  I mentioned earlier that Tisha B’Av 

is a metaphor for this point in our lives - where we can call out to God and 

be able to accept His help.  There is lots of symbolism associated with 

metaphors.  Almonds are a big part of the Tisha B’Av metaphor and it is 21 

days between the time that the first blossom appears and the fruit ripens.  

So, to fully understand Tisha B’Av, we need to look at the symbolism of the 

almond tree.   

We know that the first Temple was destroyed on Tisha B ‘Av but did you 

know that Jeremiah saw this in a vision when he was only 5 years old?    The 

first thing he saw in that vision of destruction was the branch of an almond 

tree.  Because he was so young, this vision was sort of a tutorial, to give him 

confidence that he was a prophet.  God asked him to look and tell what he 

saw.  The first thing he saw was the branch of an almond tree.  God then 

stated: “I watch over my word to perform over it.”  This exchange between 

Jeremiah and God becomes very interesting when we look at the two words 

‘almond’ and ‘watch’ in Hebrew.  They have the same three letter root.  

Only the vowel sounds are different.  The word ‘awake’ is the commonality 

between the two words.    

The almond tree is the 1st sign that winter is over and spring is on its way.  It 

is the earliest tree to blossom, sometimes as early as late January and 

always by early February.  Its blossoms appear before its leaves so we have 

delicate flowers on otherwise bare branches.  This tree awakens from its 

winter sleep in a most dramatic way and before all others.  Watching over 

someone or something implies that you are alert, that you are wakeful over 

it.  Tisha B’Av awakens us to a closer relationship with God. 
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Interestingly, Moses was instructed to embellish the candle sticks for the 

Tabernacle with almond blossoms.  The candles supplied physical light for 

the Priests but they needed both physical and spiritual light to perform their 

duties.  The almond blossoms metaphorically provide the awakening that 

comes from receiving spiritual light.  While the Babylonians looted the 

temple when they destroyed it, scripture reports that the candlesticks did 

not go to Babylon, they were destroyed with the temple.  The spiritual light 

was put out. 

Finally, most almonds start out bitter and turn sweet as they ripen but some 

are sweet before they are ripe and turn bitter as they mature.  In all cases, 

the shells are bitter.  This contrast is typical of the emotions we feel as we 

experience the 21 day period that ends with Tisha B’Av.  Av is a month of 

contrasts.  We experience both bitter and sweet, sadness and joy.  We 

lament destruction but are promised renewal.  We live in a dualistic world 

and, without some sadness, we could not feel the joy, without the taste of 

bitterness, we would not recognize sweetness.  Almonds demonstrate this 

dualism as their taste goes between the two extremes.  Again, when we 

watch delicate blossoms appear on a seemingly dead branch, we get a very 

vivid picture of opposites.   

We live in a dualistic world.  There is no mention of dualism in the 7 day 

creation story.  Everything in Eden was bliss.  But in the 8th day, we see that 

dualism was there.  Activating it was the first thing that had to be done for 

man to go forth and fill his role in creation.  We see that Adam and Eve had 

only one commandment: Genesis chapter 2, v16 & 17 tell us: “Of every tree 

of the garden you are free to eat; but as for the tree of knowledge of good 

and bad, you must not eat of it;”  Dualism is integral to our knowledge; 

without opposites, there is no choice to make.  Just as dualism is integral to 

knowledge, consequences are integral to choice.  With dualism we are given 

choice and with dualism we feel consequences.  Our knowledge comes from 

the consequences we observe.   Making choices is what life is all about.  This 

is how we learn, how we grow.  God wants us to live.  He wants, even 

requires, us to make choices.  He does not want blind obedience; He wants 



5 
 

us to have a relationship with Him.  He asks us to listen but He does not then 

say ‘obey your God’; He says ‘love your God’.  (Deut 6:4,5) 

When we make a choice, we learn.  Sometimes we learn that we made a bad 

choice.  Tisha B’Av points out that we live in a dualistic world.  With the help 

of its symbol, the almond tree, it also points out that spring brings the 

beauty of life from the dormant bleakness of winter and that sweetness can 

replace bitterness.  It gives us hope where we previously felt despair.  When 

the almond tree transforms, we realize that we, too, can do this.  We don’t 

need to live forever with unpleasant consequences.  God wants us to live, 

not to suffer.  When the consequences of our choices tear at our hearts, we 

need a do-over.  Tisha B’Av shows us that this is possible and enables us to 

call out to God.  We need Tisha B’Av.  It is, indeed a very special gift. 

I want to wrap up by talking about the do-over for a few minutes.  Tisha 

B’Av  opens you up to the need for a do-over and the really cool thing about 

it is that it does this just in time for you to complete the work that prepares 

you to begin that do-over.   You see, we also have the opportunity for a new 

start once every year.  It is called Rosh HaShanah, the head of the year or 

new year.  Following Tisha B’Av there are exactly 7 weeks until Rosh 

HaShanah .  Seven, being the number of days it took to create the earth, 

always symbolizes completion.  There is a lot of work to do before you are 

ready to begin the do-over.   The 7 weeks is a metaphor for enough time to 

complete everything necessary to begin your do-over.  The work is called 

Teshuvah and it begins when you turn and call out to God, but it is work and 

it takes time to complete it.  You not only need to assess what you have 

done wrong and make corrections, you also need to take stock of those 

things that you didn’t do but could have done.  When we left Eden it was the 

8th day.  This is the day that man is commissioned to take up the work of 

creation.  Man’s knowledge is not complete and it is his nature to learn by 

making mistakes.  Woops, we need a do-over.  If you don’t need a do-over, 

you haven’t done anything yet.  The part of creation that takes place in the 

8th day requires that man attain knowledge; this is why God gave us a tree 

full of forbidden fruit.  Eating it was our first mistake; it wasn’t wrong, it was 
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very, very right but it was disobedient.  But we had to eat the fruit to even 

know that there is a right and a wrong.   

It is your job to engage in life.  If you want your name in the book of life, you 

need to start living.  And if you are living, you make mistakes.  Good knows 

this but He still wants us to live; that’s why He gives do-overs.  Rosh 

HaShannah has always been around, thus we have been experiencing the 

restart all of our lives.  Rosh HaShannah gives us the do-over, Yom Kippur 

takes it away if we haven’t done the work.  Tisha B’Av gives us the 

opportunity to do the work.  Tonight’s challenge is to experience the state of 

Tisha B’Av rather than just living through the day.  Feel the compassion 

instead of the agony.  And then, along with all your normal preparation for 

the High Holydays, think about what we can do as a Havurah, as a group of 

friends, to make the world a little bit better.  I know that, individually, 

everyone here regularly engages in Tikkun Olam but as a group we do much 

less than we can.  Since Tikkun Olam is one of the things that we identified 

as a purpose of the Havurah in our work shop a few years ago, we need to 

make it happen.  The talks that Barry and Dr Frye gave were community out 

reach and we are scheduling more of these talks.  They count but they are 

just a start.  Next year let’s make the Havurah live.  

 

 

 

 


