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When Rosh Chodesh Av falls midweek we have three days to prepare for Shabbat Chazon with Isaiah’s rebuke and vision,
and four days to process it before Tisha B’Av. And this year the month of our “diminished joy” begins on Day Four, the day
HaShem created the sun and the moon, by whose movements we determine our calendar and are reminded to look for
light in the darkness. In our civil calendar Av is the 11" month, and in our festival calendar it is the 5" month. Although
Rosh Chodesh Av marks the beginning of our nine-day strict mourning period, Av is actually a month of duality. Falling
within the astrological sign of Leo, it is the only month ruled by the sun, the symbol of light and warmth as well as drought
and wrath. We cannot live without the sun, but like the fire it contains, the sun can warm and illuminate as well as burn
and destroy. In Hebrew, Av means father, and the astrological symbol of the lion represents leadership, courage, and
strength. But without humility, these positive traits can degenerate into arrogance and narcissism. Our Kabbalists explain
that Av, Tammuz, and Tevet are “negative months,” times of particularly harsh judgement. Indeed, 17. Tammuz opens the
three-week mourning period and 10. Tevet during the coldest, darkest time of year, marks the day when Babylonian king
Nebuchadnezzar began his 30-month siege of Jerusalem. It is noteworthy that in Jewish thought, these tragic periods
carry positive potential that shifts mourning to joy. Chanukah ends as Tevet begins, bringing light into winter’s darkness to
remind us that Tu B’Shevat and spring are coming. And only six days after the day of our deepest mourning, we have Tu
B’Av, “Jewish Valentine’s Day,” one of the two happiest days in the year. No wonder people call this month “Menachem
(comforter) Av! But now, as our joy contracts, we read Isaiah’s fierce critique on Shabbat Chazon (vision). Written
approximately 150 years before Eicha (Jeremiah’s Lamentations, which we read on Tisha B’Av) Isaiah’s words predict the
disaster in whose aftermath Eicha was written. Both visualize Jerusalem as a woman; Isaiah accuses and warns, “How
(eicha) has she become a harlot...?” (1:21), while after the fall of Jerusalem, Eicha 1:1 confirms, “How (eicha) has the
city that was once so populous remained lonely! She has become like a widow!...” Isaiah enumerates and condemns
corruption, social injustice, and meaningless ritual performance, while Jeremiah names these failures as the cause of
the catastrophe that has occurred. What Isaiah warns and predicts, Jeremiah witnesses and mourns. Both wrestle with
the dreadful reality of HaShem turning against the people because of their flagrant disregard for their covenantal
responsibility. Together they take us on a terrifying journey from warning through consequence and mourning to the first
fragile visions of hope and return. It is no accident that we begin reading Sefer Devarim, the Book of Deuteronomy, on
Shabbat Chazon, immediately before Tisha B’Av. Standing on the threshold of the Promised Land, which he will not enter,
Moses begins his recapitulation of their wilderness journey, ending with Ha’azinu (Chapter 32), the great poem that
prefigures Isaiah’s vision in our Haftarah portion. His discourses do not merely retell history; they challenge the people to
examine and understand it, to learn from the triumphs and tragedies of their elders so that they are able to build a viable,
Torah-based society for themselves and their descendants. It is his last chance to ensure that this generation will enter
the land aware of and willing to uphold their covenantal responsibilities. In Ha’azinu, which we will read on Shabbat
Shuvah, before Erev Yom Kippur, Moses summons heaven and earth as witnesses as he lays out the consequences of
covenantal betrayal. Isaiah echoes Moses, and both evoke Sodom and Gomorrah, the Torah’s ultimate symbols of
depravity. Calling on heaven and earth is the prophets’ way of speaking beyond their contemporaries far into the future,
in full recognition of our human inability to learn from past mistakes. Our memories are tragically short, fickle, and easily
manipulated. That unusual word ha’azinu, from the root 171X (hear, weigh, listen with the whole body) paired with the more
familiar yaw (hear with understanding) engages the senses as well as the intellect. Shema is the inner voice, guided by
and dependent upon love, memory, and continual practice. It is covenant as relationship. Ha’azinu is the outer voice, the
voice of accusation, judgement, and consequence. It is covenant as accountability. Ha’azinu puts our failures to heed
shema on trial. The first paragraph of shema Yisrael, which we will read next week, commands us to teach these words to
our children, continually speaking of them. But if our actions do not match our words, they remain abstract concepts,
regardless of how often we bind them to ourselves with our tefillin and post them in mezuzot on our doorframes. Ha’azinu
calls on us to listen, to remember, and to learn from the cyclical patterns of human failure and divine redemption. In
other words, shema is our internal compass, and ha’azinu helps us recalibrate it when we go off course. This is precisely
why Isaiah juxtaposes these two words, echoing Moses’ accusation that the people have failed to live according to the
principles of shema. Welcome to the month of Av with all its emotional turbulence. Moses’ recapitulations that begin in
our parashah, Isaiah’s visions, and Jeremiah’s Eicha all remind us that when our actions fail to embody the words we
teach and recite, the missteps we would like to hide will eventually emerge into glaring sunlight. But after the storms of
rebuke and upheaval, the softer light of hope on the afternoon of Tisha B’Av dispels the searing heat with the voice of
consolation, gently leading us back to introspection, repentance and renewal.

Chodesh tov and Shabbat shalom!



