Jewish Tribune – Devorim
Golus and an Idol called Yom Kippur
Rabbi Zev Leff was a young Rov in Miami when the call came. It was a woman in his kehilla. Her husband had been told by his doctor that he was suffering from a condition which could prove life-threatening if he fasted. 

Nevertheless, he was determined to fast. Rabbi Leff spoke to his doctor and consulted another frum doctor to confirm the diagnosis. There was no doubt that fasting would endanger his life. 

Rabbi Leff met with the man and explained to him that he must eat on Yom Kippur. The elderly gentleman looked Rabbi Leff in the eye and said, “Rabbi, you’re a young man and I’m about three times your age. Since my bar mitzvah I have not eaten on Yom Kippur, and I do not intend to start now.”

Rabbi Leff replied that he could not force him to eat on Yom Kippur, but as soon as the meeting was over, he would instruct his gabbai never to give him another aliyah or any honour in his shul.

The man was shocked. “Why do I deserve such treatment for being strict with respect to Yom Kippur?” he asked. 

Rabbi Leff told him that we are prohibited from honouring idol worshippers. 

“What idol am I guilty of worshipping?” he demanded to know. 

Rabbi Leff explained, “Hashem, the G-d of Israel, has decreed that you must eat on Yom Kippur. If some other god has commanded you to fast, it is irrelevant to me if you call it Zeus, Kemosh or Yom Kippur – all idols are the same.”

Whilst we may have some sympathy with this man, his mistake is not uncommon, and it goes to the root of Tisha b’Av. Let me explain. 
The question of why the first Beis Hamikdash was destroyed eluded the Chachomim and Nevi’im. The Gemora in Nedorim (81a) tells us that no one could explain why the churban bayis rishon happened until HKBH Himself revealed that it was as a result of having forsaken the Torah. The Gemora explains that this was a failure to recite bircas haTorah.

This is very difficult to understand. First of all, whilst saying bircas haTorah is important, does not doing so warrant destroying a Beis Hamikdash? Furthermore, the Gemora in Yoma (9b) says that the first Beis Hamikdash was destroyed because of immorality, murder and idolatry!

Rabbeinu Yonah explains that the generation learned Torah and fulfilled the mitzvos. That is why the Chachomim and Nevi’im did not recognise that they had forsaken the Torah. 

The Novi Yeshayahu (29,13) castigated Klal Yisroel for serving Hashem insincerely:

ויאמר ה' יען כי נגש העם הזה בפיו ובשפתיו כבדוני ולבו רחק ממני 

ותהי יראתם אתי מצות אנשים מלמדה

And Hashem said: "Because this people has come near; with their mouth and with their lips they honour Me, but their heart is far away from Me, and their fear of Me has become perfunctory and by rote.”
Yaakov told Eisav:

עם לבן הרשע גרתי ותרי"ג מצות שמרתי ולא למדתי ממעשיו הרעים
I lived with Lovon and kept all 613 mitzvos and didn’t learn from his evil ways (Rashi to Bereishis 32,5)
Rabbi Leff notes that keeping 613 mitzvos and not learning from Lovon’s evil ways are two separate things. A person can technically keep all the mitzvos but still be very distant from Hashem. Our job is to seek Hashem’s will within the mitzvos. We need to integrate mitzva observance into a unified service of Hashem. 
That was the deficiency of the generation of the Churban. They kept the mitzvos and learned Torah but did so perfunctorily. As Yeshayahu said, their mouths and lips honour Me, but their hearts are far away. Mitzva performance became rote and lacked connection and meaning. 

The root of the word mitzva - מצוה – is צו, which means a line. A connection between us and the Divine. Failure to see mitzvos as an expression of the totality of Hashem’s will leads to distortions.

The Gemoro in Yoma (23a) describes how kohanim used to race up the ramp of the mizbeach to determine who would perform the avodah that day. Once, two kohanim were neck to neck, and one drew a knife and thrust it into his adversary’s heart. Performing mitzvos and losing sight of their context, missing the bigger picture and cutting HKBH out of the picture, can lead to distortions - even murder. 

Bircas HaTorah reflects this very point. We say אשר קדשנו במצותיו – to make us holy and ask to be יודעי שמך – to know and emulate Hashem and develop a complete Torah personality. We acknowledge אשר בחר בנו מכל העמים – that Hashem has chosen us to become a nation of Kohanim and a holy people.

That is why Hashem explained the reason for the Churban as על עזבם את תורתי – they forsook My Torah; ולא שמעו בקולי – they didn’t listen to My voice. They may have kept mitzvos and even learned Torah, but not My mitzvos and My Torah. They cut Me out of the picture. 
And cutting Hashem out of the picture is a very slippery and dangerous slope. Not saying bircas HaTorah is the start point and it ends up with violating the three cardinal aveiros: immorality, murder and idolatry. 
Whilst we may have some sympathy with the elderly man who refused to eat on Yom Kippur, his mistake was cutting Hashem out of the picture. Halocha is an expression of Hashem’s Will and us keeping halocha is an expression of us doing the רצון ה'. If halocha demands that we must eat on Yom Kippur, that is what Hashem wants. 
Regularly asking ourselves “What does Hashem want from me right now?” is a wise way of living and a timeless lesson of Tisha b’Av.   

Rabbi Golker is the Menahel of Hasmonean High School. To listen to his shiurim, go to TorahAnytime.com or JewishPodcasts.Org
