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 At this time of year, I find that I am asked a large number of Halachic 
questions: Can one buy clothes? Can one go swimming for educational purposes? 
What sort of parties, if any, can one participate in? And with respect to the fast days 
that bookend the Three Weeks, questions abound regarding who absolutely must 
fast as opposed to  who can receive a dispensation due to medical and other 
conditions. While it is admirable that so many are concerned with these issues, and 
rather than relying upon their own judgment and inclinations, opt to seek out 
Rabbinic guidance for their specific situations, a meta-dimension of the Three 
Weeks often receives far less attention. This turns a portion of the Jewish calendar 
which has great spiritual potential into a significant opportunity lost.  
 
 In his Halachic compendium Chayei Adam (Kellal 133:1), R. Avraham b. R. 
Yechiel Michel Danziger (1748-1820),  when delineating not only the specific 
behaviors that are appropriate for the period between the 17th of Tammuz and the 
9th of Av, but also the general attitude that an observant individual should strive to 
assume at this time of year, writes: 
 

…Each person is obligated to take to heart during those days 
LePashpeish Be’Ma’asav1 (to reflect/be introspective concerning his 
actions) and to repent (where necessary) because the fast is not the 
“end” (but rather only the means.) This is in accordance with what is 
written concerning the people of Ninveh, (Yona 3:10) “And God Saw 
(from) their actions that they had repented from their evil ways, and 
God ‘Recanted’ regarding the evil that He Said to do to them and He 
did not Do it.” And the Rabbis interpreted (Ta’anit 15a): The biblical 
text does not say, “And He Saw their sackcloth and their fasting,” but 
rather “their actions.” (Therefore) the fast is nothing more than 
preparation for repentance… 
 

Unfortunately it is typical particularly for Orthodox Jews to focus upon the various 
and myriad ritual details that comprise such a lifestyle, without always 
appreciating the “forest” due to concentration upon the “trees.”  While many Mitzvot 
and Minhagim have purposed intrinsic to themselves, they also often serve as 
means to greater ends, and not realizing this can result in their trivialization. 
 

                                                
1 See Eiruvin 13b. Although this reference deals with personal trials and afflictions, the same holds true when the 
entire nation experiences hardship in accordance with the principle of (Shavuot 39a) Kol Yisrael Areivin Zeh BaZeh  
(all of Israel serve as guarantors for one another.) 



 Looking for material that might contribute to the community’s appreciation 
of the spiritual dimensions of the Three Weeks, I came across a column in Yediot 
Acharonot of 9/7/09 by Shai Neveh,2 entitled “U’MiBesarcha Lo Titalem” (and from 
your flesh3 you should not hide.)4 The one-line abstract appearing in bold letters at 
the beginning of the article is particularly evocative:  
 

Within our lives, is the balance preserved between Tzir5 HaMitzvot 
HaAnachi6 (the axis of “vertical” Commandments) (Mitvot that focus 

                                                
2 The article identifies the author as a fellow of Beit Midrash LeTzedeck Chevrati (the study hall dedicated to social 
justice.) This is a branch of Beit Morasha, a Modern Orthodox scholarly organization located in Jerusalem.  
3 The verse deals with one’s responsibilities to the poor in general; consequently the reference to “your flesh” 
connotes those who are your relatives, due to blood and even otherwise, whom you ought to help if they are in need.  
4 This is a phrase from Yeshayahu 58:7. 
5 The term Tzir is associated with four different meanings in the The Complete English-Hebrew Dictionary (מלון 
 ;by Reuben Alkalai, col. 2175-6: 1) messenger, envoy (Mishlei 25:13); 2) hinge, axis (Mishlei 26:14) (םשל עברי :אננלי
3) birth pangs (Yeshayahu 21:3); 4) juice, brine. The Etymological Dictionary of Biblical Hebrew by Matityahu 
Clark ( based upon the commentaries of R. S.R. Hirsch)  p. 216, defines the common denominator of words 
associated with Tzaddi-Yud-Reish as “connect.” While this is understandable for the first two definitions, i.e., a 
messenger connects the sender to the destination and a hinge connects e.g., a door to the larger structure, it is more 
difficult to account for the latter two definitions in terms of “connection.” MaLBIM, Beiur HaMilot, p. 128, on 
Yeshayahu 13:8 regarding the phrase Tzirim VeChavalim notes that both terms are associated with the pains 
experienced during giving birth.  In light of the second standard definition presented in Alkalai, the commentator 
suggests that it connotes Hitpatchut Tzirai Daltot HaRechem (the opening of the “hinges” of the doorway of the 
womb.) This would appear to be more metaphorical—the womb that was “closed” now opens to allow the fetus to 
emerge, paralleling a closed door opening—rather than physiological. With respect to the fourth definition, i.e., 
juice, brine, no biblical referent is provided in the dictionary, and therefore it is perhaps an addition to modern 
Hebrew generated by some sort of cognate in another language rather than a linguistic association with classical 
Hebrew.  
6 As interesting as the meaning of “Tzir” may be, I find the term “Anachi” (vertical) even more fascinating. The 
biblical reference for Anach (Amos 7:7-8) is an example of a Hapax Legomenon, which is defined by Wikipedia as 
“a word which occurs only once in either the written record of a language, the works of an author or in a single 
text.” In other words, this is the only place in the entire TaNaCh where this word form appears. Since words, 
particularly those with obscure meanings are defined by comparing the various contexts in which they appear, when 
a word appears only once, it is impossible to gain insight into its meaning from parallel passages. The text in Amos 
reads as follows:  
 So He Showed me—Behold God was Standing next to a wall “Anach”, and in His Hand was an “Anach.” 
 And God Said to me: What do you see, Amos? And I said: An “Anach.” And God Said: Behold I will place 
an Anach in the midst of my people Israel, and I will not continue to Forebear him (i.e., forgive his sins.)  
Dictionaries define “Anach” as a plumb (a lump of lead at the end of a string, used to measure perpendicular angles, 
usually in terms of construction. A plumb line was also used to measure water depth, hence, “plumbing the depths.”) 
Consequently, the prophetic text would then mean: God Stood by a sturdy wall that had been correctly constructed, 
i.e., truly perpendicular to the ground, with a plumb line. He was Holding a plumb and Suggested that he would take 
the measure of the Jewish people, to see if they were truly “straight” and if not, then He would Punish them rather 
than continue to Forgive them as He had Done in the past. The Etymological Dictionary of Biblical Hebrew (cited 
above in fn. 5,  p.12 defines Alef-Nun-Chaf as  “being  central and pivotal.” And in addition to citing the example in 
Amos, the compiler of the dictionary lists the first person singular pronoun , “Anochi,” spelled with a Cholam rather 
than a Kamatz, in Shemot 20:2 and Devarim 32:40, as comparable examples of this word form.  

“Anochi” the Lord your God Who Took you out of the land of Egypt from the house of bondage,  you 
shall not have other gods before Me.  
When I life my hand to Heaven (an expression connoting the taking of an oath) and I will say, “’Anochi’ 
will live forever.” (and therefore will certainly Follow through on whatever I have Sworn to do.)  

 An additional curious aspect of the words “Anachi” and “Anochi” is whether or not they should be 
considered Homographs (words that share the same spelling no matter how they are pronounced). Since in Hebrew, 



upon the relationship of man and God) LeOpheki (as opposed to the 
axis of “horizontal Commandments) (between man and man)?  
 

 Mr. Neveh’s illustration of the possible tension between the “vertical” and 
“horizontal” axi is derived from a Midrashic story that appears in both Beraishit 
and VaYikra Rabba. Since the stories are not identical in the sense that they are 
presented as interpretations of different Biblical verses and contain differing levels 
of detail, I will present the two sources side-by-side for comparison purposes.  

 
 
Beraishit Rabba 33:3    VaYikra Rabba 34:14 

Tehillim 145:9 “God is Good to 
all, and His Compassion is 
upon all His Works.” 

Yeshayahu 58:7 “Behold, 
spread out to the hungry your 
bread, and oppressed poor 
bring into your home; when 
you see someone without 
clothes cover him, and from 
your flesh do not hide.” 

…R. Tanchuma and R. Aba 
bar Avin in the name of R. 
Acha: Tomorrow a year of 
drought will come, and people 
will be compassionate one to 
the other, and the Holy One, 
Blessed Be He will have 
Compassion upon them.  

 

In the days of R. Tanchuma, the 
Jewish people were in need of a 
fast (to hopefully cause it to rain.) 
They came to him and said to 
him: Rebbe, decree a fast. He 
decreed a fast, a second and a 
third, but no rain fell.    

In the days of R. Tanchuma, the 
Jewish people were in need of 
rain. They came to him and said 
to him: Rebbe, decree a fast so 
that rain will fall. He decreed a 
fast one time and  a second and 
rain did not fall.  

He went up and gave them a 
sermon: My children! Have 
compassion upon one another 
and the Holy One, Blessed Be 

On the third occasion he rose 
up and gave a sermon. He said to 
them: The entire nation should 
distribute a Mitzva (charity.) 

                                                                                                                                                       
only consonants are standardly written and not vowels, would these two words be considered to be spelled 
identically? Or whether or not the symbols for the vowels are included in the spelling, they are still considered to be 
spelled differently, in light of the specific contexts in which they appear.    
 Furthermore in order to account for the difference in connotation between Anochi and the more usual and 
contemporary  Ani , he writes,  “When speaking to others.” It is intriguing to consider the relationship, if indeed one 
exists, between Anachi, the plumb, and Anochi, the personal pronoun, as well as the possible differences between 
one’s self-perception, Ani, and how one presents himself to others, Anochi. 
 



He will have compassion upon 
you. In response, they gave 
charity to the poor.  
They saw one man give money to 
his ex-wife. They came to him and 
said to him: Rebbe, how can we sit 
here (fasting) and sins are 
happening here? He said to them: 
What did you see? They said to 
him: We saw “so and so” and he 
gave money to his ex-wife. He 
sent for him and said to him: Why 
did you give her money? He said 
to him: Rebbe, I saw her in 
trouble and I was filled with 
compassion for her.  

One man rose up, he gathered 
all that he had in his house, 
and went out to distribute it. 
He met his ex-wife. She said to 
him: Give to that woman 
(herself) because from the day 
that I left your house, I have 
not done well. When he saw 
her When he saw her without 
clothing and in great 
difficulty, he was filled with 
compassion for her, and he 
gave her in the spirit of “and 
from your flesh do not hide.” 
One man saw him. He went up 
and said to R. Tanchuma: Rebbe, 
you are here, and sinning is over 
here! He said to him: What did 
you see? He said to him: I saw “so-
and-so” and he was interacting 
with his ex-wife and not only that, 
but he gave her money. If he 
wouldn’t be suspected of 
being improperly involved 
with her, he would not have 
been giving her money. R. 
Tanchuma sent for him and he 
was brought to him. And he said 
to him: My son, you know that 
the world is in pain and 
people are in pain. And yet 
you go and are involved with 
your ex-wife, and not only 
that but you are giving her 
money! If you weren’t 
suspected of dealing 
improperly with her, you 
wouldn’t be giving her money! 
He said to him: But didn’t you 
give a sermon regarding, “And 
from your flesh do not hide”? 



You said everyone should go 
out and distribute Mitzvot. So 
I rose up and distributed 
Mitzvot. My ex-wife met me 
accidently, and she said, 
“Support that woman (me), 
because from the day that I 
left your house, I have not 
done well. When I saw her 
without clothes and in great 
difficulty, I was filled with 
compassion for her, and I 
gave her in the spirit of “and 
from your flesh do not hide.”  

At that moment, R. Tanchuma 
raised his face upwards, and said: 
Master of the Universe! If this 
one, who does not have the 
responsibility to supply her with 
food, saw that she was in trouble, 
and was filled with compassion 
for her, You, about Whom it is 
written, (Tehillim 145:8) 
“Merciful and 
Compassionate”, and we are 
the children of those You 
Love—the children of Avraham, 
Yitzchak and Yaakov—all the 
more so that You should be filled 
with mercy for us! Immediately 
rain fell and the world’s drought 
abated. 

At that moment, R. Tanchuma 
raised his face upwards to Heaven 
and said before the Holy One, 
Blessed Be He: And if this one 
who is flesh and blood and 
cruel (vis-à-vis his ex-wife to 
the point of having divorced 
her), and who had no 
responsibility to provide her with 
food, was filled with compassion 
for her and gave her, we, who 
are the descendents of Your 
Children, the children of 
Avraham, Yitzchak and 
Yaakov, and our food is Your 
Responsibility, all the more so 
that You should be filled with 
compassion for us! At that 
moment rain fell and the world’s 
drought abated.  

 
Mr. Neveh notes that, according to the VaYikra Rabba version, even after the third 
fast, followed by acts of charity, there was no rain, possibly indicating that the 
people were not necessarily compassionate towards their fellow man (Tzir 
HaOfeiki), but rather continued to seek ways to influence/manipulate God, i.e., 
focusing upon the vertical axis of Mitzvot. While ideally, charity should reflect one’s 
empathy for the plight of another human being, supporting the poor could also be 
viewed as doing something that will earn God’s favor, in effect turning charity into 
a ritual act, without the giver necessarily feeling empathy or compassion for the 
recipient. Consequently the onlookers were unable to view “charitably” what the 



man had done because they were projecting their own attitudes towards Tzedaka 
upon him. R. Tanchuma himself was ready to suspect the ex-husband for doing 
something elicit and contributing to God’s Antipathy towards His People, rather 
than possibly attribute to him outstanding Middot and compassion, and an 
exemplar of how Jews should act towards one another. Only when the Rabbi 
received the man’s explanation for why he had done what he had done on behalf of 
his ex-wife, does it dawn on R. Tanchuma what was truly expected of him and the 
other members of his generation, leading to his imploring God directly for 
Assistance, and finally receiving a positive response.  
 
 While Commandments between man and God should never be 
underemphasized, over-emphasis upon them at the expense of Commandments 
between man and man, as well as the spiritual and psychological orientation that 
such Commandments are intended to engender, is certainly not what is called for 
during the Three Weeks, exemplified by the needless hatred that lies at the heart of 
the tale of Kamtza and Bar Kamtza (Gittin 55b.)7 Not only should be engage in acts 
of needless love and kindness, but we should also aspire to look upon one another 
positively and learn from the myriad positive examples of compassion and kindness 
that are to be found all around us.  

                                                
7 The story is related in the Talmud how a personal feud led to a public humiliation which in turn led to a plot to turn 
the Roman authorities against the Jews in Israel. 


