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We are All Mourners

The sefer HaChinuch — mitzvah 262 -

expounds upon the laws of mourning.
“The Kohen...shall not contaminate him-
self to a (dead) person...except to the
relative who is closest to him” (Vayikra
21:1-2). Every Jew is included in this
mitzvah of mourning for his closest rela-
tives. This is not a voluntary action rather
it is a commandment. The Sifra relates
that if a Kohen is obligated to become
tomei (impure) by caring for the needs of
a dead relative, even if he is does not
want to. What is the purpose of this
mitzvah?

One naturally loves his closest relatives.

When they leave this world, and he real-
izes that he will never see them again, he
feels tremendous tsar (distress). He must
perform actions of aveylus (mourning)
that will arouse him to think about what
happened. Rather than try to push it off,
or call it a chance occurrence, the Torah
makes him deal with the reality of death.
All tsar comes for a reason. Hashem re-
pays a person for his chataim (mistakes).
This is a cornerstone of our emunah
(faith). Therefore, at a time of tsar, he
must examine his ways and his deeds. He
should contemplate and realize what he
is doing wrong. He can then begin cor-
recting and perfecting himself to the best
of his abilities. In this way, mourning
becomes a very constructive activity. It
motivates a person to do teshuva.

We are all mourners during these three
weeks from the 17t of Tammuz to the 9th
of Av. We mourn the destruction of the
two Bottei Mikdashim and the subse-
quent exiles. We mourn all of the expul-
sions, inquisitions, crusades, pogrom:s,
and holocausts that we have suffered
throughout the generations. Our sages
have obligated us to observe customs of
mourning — to refrain from cutting the
hair, listening to music, making weddings,
eating meat, drinking wine, laundering
clothing, bathing, and eventually fasting
and sitting on the floor. These are not just
external actions that must be endured,
waiting for them to pass as quickly as
possible. Rather they are constructive
deeds, intended to arouse our hearts to
do teshuva. What was the cause of all of
this Jewish suffering? Sins. We distanced
ourselves from Hashem, and He in turn
removed His Divine Protection from His
Chosen People. Left to the hands of the
nations, we are like a sheep among sev-
enty wolves and the results are inevitable.
What is the answer? Return to Our Father
in Heaven. Become close to Him by
learning His Torah and performing His
mitzvos. Speak to him when you pray.
Treat His kinderlach, your fellow Jews,
with loving kindness. Our sins have cre-
ated klipos (barriers) which separate us
from The Almighty. These are the means

to break those klipos and return to Him
with a pure heart.
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Every mitzvah is a positive experience.
Every mitzvah is an opportunity for
growth. Mourning is no exception. Ob-
serving these customs during the three
weeks is not always pleasant. Wearing
unwashed clothes, not bathing, not eating
meat, and not listening to music are activi-
ties that we would ordinarily avoid. How-
ever, during these three weeks, we can
gain a lot from them. We can feel, in our
own small way, some of the tsar of our
ancestors who suffered persecution. We
can use this as an opportunity to do te-
shuva and come close to Hashem. There
are many gatherings to strengthen Shmiras
Halashon during this time. Use these three
weeks productively to work on your mitz-
vos, do teshuva, break the Rlipos, and
come close to Hashem. In your merit, may
we see the end of this long goluls speedily
in our days, amen.

Which Comes First?

ome. Please come with us.”
“Where are you going?”
“To the Beis HaMedrash to learn Torah.”
“That sounds wonderful; however I'm
afraid | cannot come now.”
“Why not?”
“l must look after my investments first. |
am a multi-millionaire and | must check
the stock market, the precious metals
index, the farm futures, and the real es-
tate values in ten metropolitan areas.
After | know that my money is okay, then
I can have the peace of mind to sit and
learn.”
“Very well. As you wish. We hope to see
you in the Beis HaMedrash very soon.”
“l hope so too.”
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The tribes of Reuven and Gad had a tre-
mendous amount of cattle. They saw the

lands of Ya’zer and Gilad (on the east side
of the Yarden). It was good grazing land
for cattle. They came to Moshe, Elazar,
and the princes, asking them if they could
inherit that land, thereby not crossing the
Yarden into the Land of Israel. “We will
build pens here for our livestock and cit-
ies for our small children.” (from Bamid-
bar 32:1-5, 16)]. The Medrash Rabba se-
verely criticizes the Bnei Gad and Reuven
for their actions. “A wise man’s heart
inclines him to his right hand, but a fool’s
heart is to his left (Koheles 10:2).” The
wise man is Moshe, and the fools are the
Bnei Gad and Reuven who brushed aside
the important issue, and focused on petty
things. For they loved their money more
than their families ... Hashem said to
them, “You loved your cattle more than
your families? You will see no blessing.”
And so it was that they were the first two
tribes to be exiled.

Rav Aharon Kotler explains that the Bnei

Gad and Reuven had a good intention.
They wanted to strengthen their Torah
learning and mitzvah observance. The
land in the Jordan valley was fitting for
their cattle. It would allow them to easily
earn a living, thereby leaving more time
to learn and serve Hashem. However,
they spurned the opportunity to live in
the holiness of the Land of Israel. This was
a fault. Underlying their request was a
desire for money, which flowed from an
impure source. They lacked emunah
(faith) and bitachon (trust) in Hashem.
Instead, they placed their trust in their
wealth.

Rav Aharon relates this to the present

golus (exile) that we are mourning during
these three weeks. A desire for gashmius
(material possessions) leads to sinas
chinam (senseless hatred). Physical things
are limited. If people desire them, there
will never be enough to go around. They
will come to hate those who have more,
or who stand in the way of their acquir-
ing more. Ruchnius, on the other hand, is
unlimited. One can have as much as he
wants. A pure desire for it will not bring a
person to sinas chinam. We must focus
our efforts on the ruchnius, and let
Hashem take care of the gashmius.
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Rav Aharon gives us something to work
on these three weeks. Priorities. Our first
concern must be ruchnius. How can | im-
prove my tefillah? What will help me learn
better? How can | do more chessed? Can |
find more time to devote to helping
Imma? What will help me work on the
middah of savlanut (patience)? Can I give
more tsedaka? These are some examples
of efforts that we can make in improving
our ruchnius. Let us work on it, be relaxed
about the gashmius, thereby ending sinas
chinam, and bringing Mashiach!
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