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Tu B’Av, the 15" of Av, marks an ancient holiday reborn a century ago. Its origins are unknown, but during the Second
Temple period it was a matchmaking day for unmarried women. After the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE it sank into
obscurity until it was revived as a secular agricultural celebration during the 1920s by early Zionist pioneers in the Jezreel
Valley, and in Poland by Orthodox women and girls as a “festival of Jewish daughters.” However it wasn’t until the Israelis
began to commercialize it in the 1990s, that it gained relevance all over the Jewish world as “Jewish Valentine’s Day.” The
first mention of Tu B’Av as a holiday is in Mishnah Ta’anit 4: “There were no days as joyous for the Jewish people as the
15" of Av and Yom Kippur, as on them the daughters of Jerusalem would go out in white clothes borrowed from each
other so as not to embarrass one who did not have her own white garments. ... And they would go out and dance in the
vineyards. And ... say, Young man, please lift up your eyes and see what you choose for yourself. Do not set your eyes
toward beauty, but toward family.” In other words, choose your wife based on substance rather than appearance. This
year Tu B’Av coincides with Parashat Eikev — a significant juxtaposition. The root 2py forms a multitude of words, including
heed, follow, track, observe, pay attention, circumvent, attack insidiously, deceive, investigate, reveal, reward, punish,
heel, footprint, rear of a troop, steep, and hilly. Indeed, this little word epitomizes the Israelites’ history from the
beginning. In this second discourse Moses emphasizes that actions leave footprints, i.e., consequences. This is the first
generation born in freedom, and they must learn to walk, not as dependent children, but as responsible adults. Given the
mostly abysmal role models they have had, this is not going to be an easy path, but if they are to carry Torah forward to
the next generation, they must choose their behavior wisely and take responsibility for their actions when they fail. In
their 40 years in the wilderness the Israelites have failed time and again, and they have suffered. Tractate Ta’anit 30b-31a
teaches that Tu B’Av is a date of repair and healing for the consequences of those missteps and those yet to come. It was
the date on which the deaths in the aftermath of the incident with the scouts ceased and the generation that had left
Egypt was no longer alive. It was also the date when intertribal marriages were allowed, when the tribe of Benjamin was
readmitted after the civil war (Judges 21), when Hoshea ben Elah, the last king of the northern kingdom, reopened the
roads to Jerusalem after Jeroboam had closed them 200 years earlier, when the annual cutting of firewood for the Temple
altar ended in feasting and rejoicing, and when those who had died at Betar in the final days of the Bar Kokhba rebellion
were finally buried. The driving force of both Tu B’Av and Parashat Eikev is love. The root 21X appears eight times in
Parashat Eikev, more than in any other parashah. And nowhere is that more emphasized than in our shema Yisrael, the
second paragraph of which appears in our parashah. In the first paragraph we are to “love the Lord your God with all your
heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength” (6:5), and now, that love must guide all we do: “If you continuously
heed My commandments that | am commanding you today, to love HaShem your God and serve Him with all your heart
and with all your soul” (11:13). This includes instilling Torah in your children, not only by continually repeating its precepts
and statutes, but by continually modeling them. Moses insists that this first generation born in freedom abandon the
slave mentality of their elders, who obeyed because failure to do so meant pain or death. This new generation is free to
choose Torah, which is grounded in reciprocal love and also includes the stranger, because they were once strangers
themselves (10:18-19). Or they may choose to follow what | like to call “the false gods of their own desires,” and suffer the
consequences. Covenantal obedience is not fear-driven submission; it is love-driven commitment chosen by mature,
free people invested in building a future grounded in dignity and justice. It is noteworthy that Pesach, Sukkot, and Tu
BiShvat all begin on the night of the full moon, a turning point in nature, and for Israel. Pesach marks the transition from
slavery to peoplehood, Sukkot celebrates gratitude for the harvest before the onset of winter, and Tu BiShvat heralds the
transition from winter to spring. Tu B’Av illuminates transitions from sorrow to joy, and Parashat Eikev guides the Israelites
from slavish obedience to freely chosen covenantal responsibility. Indeed, the full moon has always been a fulcrum of
transition, a threshold moment full of potential. In the ancient world, the full moon was a time of romance, fertility, and
heightened emotion, when people could gather in its bright light and look toward the future. The full moon of Tu B’Av
increases the first glimmer of hope that appeared at the midday turning point of Tisha B’Av. And Parashat Eikev teaches
the first Israelites born in freedom — and us - that there will always be fulcrum moments when choices are difficult.
Sometimes we stand at crossroads when our next step determines the future, and sometimes there are no choices and
we are plunged into a world of darkness not of our own making. But we know that light will be restored, that healing will
happen, and that we will endure. Tu B’Av brings the moonlight of renewal, and Parashat Eikev illuminates the foundation
of consequence. Tu B’Av highlights the reciprocal love manifested in our eternal covenant that gives us the resilience to
regroup and rebuild, and Parashat Eikev highlights the missteps of the Exodus generation to help us understand that our
choices leave footprints that shape the world our children inherit.

Shabbat shalom!



