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In Preparation for the Three Weeks
Rabbi Jeffrey Fox
Rosh Yeshiva, Maharat

There is a majestic aggada that sets a tone for the coming three weeks and reflects the way
that | have been feeling of late. This short sugya deals with the question of God’s tears.
Where, if anywhere, is the Master of the World able to cry? These past few months | have
been asking that question of myself. Where, with in my avodat hashem, is there room for
tears? Am | able to bring my full self into my davening?

Come and join me on journey through just a few Talmudic lines that carry me at this time of
the year. Perhaps they can carry you as well.

The Gemara in Masechet Chagiga 5b says the following:

Talmud Bavli, Masechet Chagiga. 5b: :N NA'an ndon
But if you will not hear her, My soul will weep in secret N12 '191 'Y91 NIQN D'INONA NIYAYN X7 ONI
for the pride (gayva) (Jeremiah 13:17). Rav Shmuel bar N'MYN X'I'R 127NNy 20 M (10 inmy)
Inya said in the name of Rav, “The Holy Blessed One DAONI KIN YN WTIPn? 17 ' Dipn 20T
has a place and its name is Secret (mistarim)...” ...lnY

Apparently God has a hidden place. A place where humans, and even angels, may not enter. What
does God do when alone? God expresses sadness through tears, God weeps. The Rabbis are
bothered by the application of sadness to the Creator of the World. They do not appear to be bothered
by the anthropopathism in general, rather the emotion of sadness is incongruous with God.

But is there weeping in the presence of the Holy Blessed One? 21 xni ? n"apn nmp 02 XO'R 'ni

For behold Rav Papa said, “There is no grief in the presence of INNIY 02PN 197 NIANY 'R KOO
the Holy One; for it is said (1 Chronicles 16:27) Honor and TV 1197 ATl Tin (72:7T0 X 0M'D M2T)
majesty are before Him; strength and joy are His sanctuary.” ?inpma nrni

There is another Biblical verse that claims that there is only joy before the Creator. In Chronicles 1
(16:27) we read inpna n1Tni TV 1197 YT01 Tin Honor and majesty are before Him; strength and joy are
His sanctuary. This verse again talks of divine emotion explicitly, but speaks of overflowing joy (n1Tn).
The Rabbis of the Talmud now have two Biblical references that appear to be in conflict — one that
describes divine tears and sadness and a second that describes divine joy and majesty.

There is no contradiction; the one case [refers to] the inner M2 X [D129] 'RIA M2 K R'WR K7
chambers, the other case [refers to] the outer chambers. Jyin] 'x1a

The Talmud resolves this apparent Biblical contradiction by limiting God’s tears to a specific place.
Divine crying only happens in one of these chambers and not the other, each verse is meant to
describe a different chamber. The “inner chamber” represents the hidden workings of God. A place of
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such depth that human beings do not truly understand its ultimate meaning. The “outer chamber”
represents the way in which God interacts with humanity. We experience God through God’s
characteristics as they are felt in this world. And so the question remains from this passage in Chagiga,
where are the divine tears, inside or outside?

Rashi on this text reads the Gemara in its simple sense. Generally speaking, God only cries in the inner
chambers, in a place that we cannot access. This place is known as nynon, secret. However, when
the Temple was destroyed the disaster was of such a magnitude that God even cried on the outside.
On Tisha b’Av we experience divine sadness and tears; and we are meant to be moved so deeply that
we shed tears as well.

The Gemara concludes:

And are there really no tears in the external chamber? But (220 ,in'ywr) 2 RNIERT 'R0 'M1a
behold it is written And in that day did the Lord, the God of D27 NIND DA NIKAY NI=! TR NP
Hosts, call to weeping and to lamentation, and to baldness, 27N KW 7Y 1307 AN To0n'H
and to girding with sackcloth (Isaiah 22:12)? The destruction 121 DI7W 'RYN 17'ORT UTnn N1
of the Temple is different, for even the angels of peace wept NYN 1Yy DYNIX [ (127 1IneY) MKy
[over it]; for it is said Behold for their altar they cried without; [1'22' W0 Di7Y XN

the angels of peace wept bitterly (Isaiah 33:7).

It is difficult for me to muster enough emotional energy on Tisha b’Av to actually cry for the loss of the
Temple. It feels so distant and represents a fundamentally different method of worship. | am sad at the
loss of what must have been an extraordinary portal of connection between God and human kind. And
yet, when | become aware of human tragedies around the world, | am moved to tears. Hearing of a
tragic death or about the sickness of a young child, | imagine that God has retreated to the “secret”
place and left humanity to our devices. Sadly, without God’s intervention there are too many tears in the
world.

There is another way to read this passage. Rabbeinu Chananel (lived and taught in Kairouan, Tunisia,
and died in 1053, just a few years after Rashi was born) offers a radical approach to this Gemara that
presents us with a very different way to experience the presence of the Divine in our lives. He inverts
the paradigm that Rashi set up. For Rashi, God only expresses sadness in the inner or secret chamber,
however the destruction of the Temple was different and divine tears were shed in public.

Rabbeinu Chananel claims that the chambers are reversed. In the secret, inner, chamber God is
always joyous; while in the outer chamber God expresses sadness. The outer chamber represents the
natural unfolding of human history — it is only from our limited human perspective that God cries. In
truth, the essence of the Creator of the World is joy.

Rabbi Moshe Shapira, in his om 'p'ox on nnnu 220 ,wTPnn N2 developed this approach in two
separate essays, v-1 T D1y. He explained that according to the conclusion of the Gemara there is
something unique that happened(s) on Tisha b’Av. On that one day, even in the inner divine sanctum
there are tears. The tragedy of that day is so great, that even in the secret place God expresses
sadness through tears.
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Rabbi Shapira Wrote:

And we find that in general that regarding the inner essence NANINN NI'N92 N 775 NTAY NNl
that guides creation to its essence, there is no weeping. And I"'W X7 XD NNYON7 NRMAN DX 72ny
even though from the perspective of the fixed order of the YIApn 071yn 1T0 T¥NY X 7V1 ,ND]
world we see sadness and weeping, none the less since the [I"> n"n D2l axy 7w nanan 0'RN
inner essence of the [divine] desire for all is only for the good N'7ONY KX NI'R DT D2 1IN NIMoY
in any case there is only “strength and joy are His T 17T "inna nrTni V" oK D X7'n 210
sanctuary.” For since “a world of love | will build” (Psalm 197 1N (2:09 'Nn) "n1a’ Ton nY7iv"
89:3), behold in the inner sanctum has only the influence of ['N D197
love and goodness and no sense of strict judgement...But 7701 72 N2VNIE TON NYSWN DX D XD
Tisha b’Av is different for it is an exception and there is a 7750 0 Rx¥I'w Q"0 IRUT XIX.LT Y
model of weeping also in the inner sanctum. DA 21 7W NANIN W' DIARI DTN

D19471-1197

We live in a world with many tears. This text, together with Rabbeinu Chananel’s approach, teaches us
that sometimes even God in God’s essence weeps. For that Rabbis, perhaps those divine tears are
limited to Tisha b’Av. | submit that maybe God has been crying in some deep place that we do not quite
yet understand.

As we prepare for the three weeks, a time of communal sadness, | offer the prayer that the gates of
tears remain open (:2% ni>1a ,.01 n"1) and that we - as individuals and as a community - merit a divine
smile.
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