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A Quick Word on the Fast Days

“There are days upon which all of Israel fasts because of the calamities which occurred on them…They are the third of (the Jewish month) Tishrei…the tenth of Teves…the seventieth of Tammuz…and the ninth of Av…And on the thirteenth of Adar, in remembrance of the fast that they fasted during the days of Haman (when the Jewish People was threatened with annihilation  (Maimonides, Laws of Fast Days 5:1-5).

A

 basic tenet to mainstream Judaism is that, generally speaking, self-infliction is frowned upon. As the Talmud states, “Anyone who fasts is called a sinner” (1). Why, then, did the Sages decree that the entire Jewish nation refrain from food on five different occasions throughout the year, besides the Biblically mandated Yom Kippur?


While it would seem that the obvious purpose of fasting on these sad days is in mourning for the tragedies that occurred on them, that reason alone would fall short. In fact, there is no obligation for mourners to abstain from eating, even at the height of their grief over the passing of a close relative. Rather, fasting on the prescribed calendar days serves to accentuate the theme and mood of those days. As Maimonides writes, “(The declaration of these days of fasting is) in order to awaken the hearts to open the paths of repentance” (2).


As the anniversary of past calamities, these days are days of introspection. They are days to reflect upon the level of our dedication and commitment to G-d and His Torah. As Maimonides writes further, “(These days of fasting) will serve as a recollection of our improper ways and those of our fathers, which were like ours are now, and which caused those misfortunes upon them and us. For, through the remembrance of these things, we will return to proper behavior” (3).


The most elevated response to these crises is pouring out our hearts to G-d in prayer. To further quote Maimonides, “This type of reaction is from the paths of repentance. For when a misfortune occurs and they cry out (to G-d) because of it, everyone becomes aware that it was because of their improper deeds that they were afflicted…This (awareness itself) will be the catalyst for the trouble to be removed from upon them” (4).


There is, however, an agent which greatly empowers the strength of our prayers to reach the Heavens. That instrument is fasting. As the prophet, Daniel, wrote, “And (G-d) said to me, ‘Do not fear, Daniel, because from the first day that you attuned your heart to understand and fast before your G-d, your prayers were heard’” (5).


The reason why prayer has this ability can best be illustrated by the following incident. There was once a young girl who went with her mother to the airport to travel aboard an airplane to a distant city. Like many children, the girl wanted to sit by the window, and her request was fortunately fulfilled.


Everyone found his or her seat aboard the aircraft and soon the plane was racing down the runway. The child watched with glee as the plane alighted from the ground and quickly rose above the buildings and traffic below.


As she stared out at the scene unfolding before her, the girl called to her mother, “Mommy, look! The closer we get to G-d, the smaller everything else becomes!”


When we abstain from food, we are temporarily elevated above the mundane world. Our connection with materialistic pleasures is severed, freeing us to tune in to more sublime endeavors and focus on our spiritual well-being. Under such influence, our prayers can be more sincere and intense, and as Maimonides concluded, “This will be the catalyst for the trouble to be removed from upon them” (6).


The Sages taught us this lesson clearly with the institution of the fast the day before the holiday of Purim, known as the Fast of Esther (7). As the saintly Chofetz Chaim, Rabbi Yisroel M. Kagan, explained in his Mishnah Berurah: “(The idea behind the decree of the Fast of Esther) is in order to recognize that the Holy One, blessed be He, sees and hears (the cries of) each individual during his hardship, when he fasts and returns to G-d with all of his heart, as He did in those days (of Esther and Mordechai)” (8). 


May the epoch of Moshiach (Messiah) be upon us speedily, in our days, when the words of the prophet will be fulfilled: “So said G-d, Master of Legions, ‘The fast of the fourth (Jewish month, i.e., the seventeenth of Tammuz), the fast of the fifth (month, i.e., ninth of Av), the fast of the seventh (month, i.e., third of Tishrei), and the fast of the tenth (month, on the tenth of Teves) will be for the House of Yehuda (i.e., the Jewish People) for rejoicing and for gladness, and for happy holidays’ (9).” 

----------------------

(1) Ta’anis 11a. (2) Laws of Fast Days 5:1. See Bais Elokim Gate of Prayer 13. (3) Ibid. (4) Ibid. 1:1-2. (5) Daniel 10:12. (6) Maimonides, ibid. (7) See Rabbi Mattisyahu Solomon in his Mat’nas Chaim on the Holidays, pg. 101-103. (8) 686:2. (9) Zechariah 8:19.
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