Operation Not By Might, Nor By Power
Hebrew College, December 17", 2009

Opening/framing questions:

1. Have you ever observed a fast in the context of a normal work day (ie not YK)? What was the

experience like? How did you find it affected your behaviour?

2. What is the purpose of fasting? Do you think it can affect anything beyond ourselves? If so, how and

why?

3. What is the role of rabbis and communal leadership in these fasts?

Take a look at the following texts, but please prioritize thinking about them and the guiding questions as

opposed to trying to get to the end!

Mishna Masechet Taanit 1.6 - 2.1

Masechet Taanit is about communal fast days. The first perek follows the progression of the calendar
through fall, winter and spring, instituting a succession of fasts that increase in frequency and severity as

certain key dates are reached and the rain still has not come.

The second perek describes what the public ritual for such fast days is.

1) Mishna Taanit 1.6 -1.7

These [days] pass and they are still not answered.
The Beit Din decrees three further fasts upon the
community.

They may eat and drink while it is still dark,

but they are forbidden to work, to wash, to annoint, to
wear shoes, and to have sex;

and all the shops are locked up....

These [days] pass and they are still not answered.

They impose limits on buying and selling; on building and
planting; on betrothals and weddings; and on inquiring
about each other's well-being, like human beings rebuked
by God....
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Questions:

1. What do you infer from this sequence of prohibitions?

2. Why do you think commerce, construction, marriages and greetings are added to the usual fast day

prohibitions of physical comforts?




What effect would this have on society? Why might that be desirable?

3. What would it be like to adopt this as a contemporary practice? Would you make any adjustments?

2) Mishna Taanit 2.1

What was the service [seder] for such fast days?
They would bring out the ark into the town square,
and put dust and ashes onto it, and onto the head
of the mayor [nassi] and the head of the religious
authority [av beit din]; and each and every one of
them put [dust and ashes] on their head.

The eldest among them would speak words of
rebuke, saying, 'lt doesn't say about the people of
Nineveh that God saw their sackcloth and their
fasting, but rather that "God saw their deeds, that
they turned away from their evil paths" [Jonah
ch.3]; andin [Joel ch.2] it says "Rend your hearts,
not your clothes."
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Questions:

1. What do you learn about the ritual from how and where it is conducted?

What would be our equivalent public space?

2. What is the selection and commentary on the texts trying to say?
How might we apply that to our contemporary practice?

What would be your words of rebuke?

3) Mishna 2.2

They stand in prayer.

The one who goes before the ark [as sh''tz] should be an
elder, accustomed to prayer, who has children, and whose
house is empty: so that his heart should be wholly in prayer...
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Questions:

1. Overall, what is the impact of this sequence of texts? What do you find striking about them?

2. Do you think this would work as a contemporary practice? Why or why not?




Talmud Bavli Masechet Taanit 12b

On 12b of Bavli Masechet Ta’anit the rabbis are discussing when fast days take place, during the day and
the night or just during the day, and the conversation eventually moves to what happens during the
different parts of the fast days, during the different times.

4) Taanit12b
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haftarah, and from then on we ask for mercy. As it says
[in Neh. 9:3]: “Standing in their places, they read from
the scroll of the Teaching of the Lord their God for one-
fourth of the day, and for another fourth they
confessed and prostrated themselves before the Lord
their God.”
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Rashi on Taanit 12b
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there is theft or violence between them, and then

we create reconciliation between them.

Questions:

1. What is the model presented here for communal teshuva? What does the context surrounding
the proof text in Nehemiah add to the model?

2. What might “local matters” mean in an interconnected age? In terms of our relationship to
Israel/Palestine? How is this model applicable to our times?




