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Chapter LVII: Kinnot (Lamentations)

Essay 2: The role of Gabriel and Michael in the destruction of the Temple.
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There is a Midrash in Yalkut [Shimoni] on the verse, “Weeping, she has wept in the night,
and her tears are on her cheek; she has no comforter among all her lovers; all her friends have
betrayed her; they have become her enemies” (Lam. 1:2):

This is, i.e., refers to, Gabriel and Michael, who were giving the benefit
of the doubt [to Israel]. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to them, “Who is
dear to you?” They said to Him, “Israel.” “And besides Israel, who is dear to
you?” They said before Him, “The Temple.” He said to them, I swear by My
great Name that you will by yourselves light it on fire!”

- Yalkut Shimoni on Nach, remez 1009:1
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Everyone wonders why this Midrash was brought on the verse, “All her friends have
betrayed her,” for apparently there is no betrayal here at all, and to the contrary they held
Israel dear! For when [G-d] asked them whom they held dear, they answered “Israel.” If the
intent is that the betrayal was that they themselves set the Temple on fire, it is difficult to
understand how this is betrayal, for weren’t they compelled to do this, since the Holy One.
Blessed be He, swore that they would set it on fire? Also, apparently a penalty was imposed
upon them that they themselves would set it on fire; and why is this so, and for what reason
were they penalized, for didn’t they answer according to the law?

* English translation: Copyright © 2020 by Charles S. Stein.
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It will be understood by what is said in the eighth chapter of tractate Yoma:

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to [Michael], the ministering angel of
the Jewish people,' “Your nation has sinned.” [Michael] said to Him, “Master
of the universe, may it be enough that among them are good [people].” [G-d]
said to him, “Behold, I am burning them [all, both the wicked] and the good
among them [because the good do not rebuke the wicked].” Immediately, [G-d
spoke to Gabriel:] “He spoke to the man clothed in linen and said, ‘Step inside
the wheelwork, under the cherubs, and fill your hands with glowing coals from
among the cherubs, and scatter them over the city’ ” (Ezek. 10:2). Rav Chana bar
Bizna said in the name of Rabbi Shimon Chasida, “If it were not for the fact
that the embers cooled [as they were passed] from the hand of Michael® to the
hand of Gabriel, [instead of Gabriel taking the embers directly himself as he had
been told,] not a remnant or a refugee of the enemies of the Jewish people [a
euphemism for the Jewish people themselves] would have survived.”

It is written: “And behold, the man clothed in linen with the slate by his
side, reported the matter saying: I have done as You have commanded me”
(Ezek. 9:11). Rabbi Yochanan said: “At that moment, they cast out Gabriel,
and they struck him with sixty blows of fire. They said to him: ‘If you did not
do it, you did not do it. If you did do it, you needed to do it as you were
commanded [and taken the glowing coals directly]. Moreover, if you already did
it as you were commanded, you shouldn’t respond in this way, for don’t you
[know] that one should not deliver a report about destruction? [I.e., one should
only hint that he succeeded in such a mission.]” ”

-Yoma 77a.3

"' In Dan. 10:21, the angel reveals to Daniel that Michael will join him in the fight against the ministering
angels of the Persians and Greeks.

2 The current edition of the Talmud, as well as older editions checked on https://bavli.genizah.org, name the
second party as Gabriel, but refer to the first party only as “the cherub.” The translator hasn’t found the source, but
there is apparently a tradition that “the cherub” was Michael, as the same identification was given in Chomat Anakh
on Ezekiel, composed c.1784—.1804 by Rabbi Chayim Joseph David Azulay (“Chida”).

3 The text closely follows the text of the Guadalajara, Spain printing c. 1488, which differs somewhat from
our modern text based on the Vilna edition of 1886.
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Rashi explained, “If you did not do it at all, we would have justified you in acting thus,
saying, ‘He delayed the matter, because perhaps the Holy One, Blessed be He, would recover
from his anger and would be reconciled with them.’ ”
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The Maharsha* explained, “ ‘The one dressed in linen’ is Gabriel, and he
contemplated the matter,’ i.e., G-d’s order, in the merit of Israel, and if the embers had not
cooled, the fire would have destroyed everything, and nothing would have remained. Thus,
‘we would have been like Sodom’ (Isaiah 1:9); or, if it were not for the fact that the embers
cooled, then G-d forbid, we would have been vessels in fire like Sodom, as it is said about
them, ‘The L-rd rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah sulfurous fire’ (Gen. 19:24). But here, ‘He
kindled a fire in Zion’ (Lam. 4:11), and since [the embers] were cooled, [the people] weren’t
burned by fire, but only the wood and stones of the Temple were burned.”®
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From here it appears clearly that everything is one matter, one time and one incident,
and “the words of the Torah” are sealed and “poor in one place but rich in another place,”’
since the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Michael—and yes, it is indeed so that Gabriel was
with him as the Midrash says—since [Michael] also contemplated [the matter] in the merit
of Israel. The point is that at this time that G-d was angry with Israel, He wanted them to
contemplate the matter in [Israel’s] merit in order to eliminate the rage. In order to give
them a chance to contemplate the matter in their merit, He asked them, “Who is dear to
you,” as in the words of the Midrash above. Now that they answered, “Israel,” they certainly
have a reason to contemplate the matter in Israel’s merit in order that they should be saved.

4 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555-1631), Polish rabbi famous for his Talmud commentaries, Chiddushei
Halachot and Chiddushei Agadot.

> Mehafech be- (-2 79an) means “turning something over in one’s mind,” which the translator has rendered as
“contemplating the matter.”

¢ Chiddushei Agadot on Yoma 77a.

" Yerushalmi Rosh Hashanah 17a.
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Afterward [G-d] said to Michael, “Your nation has sinned,” which is the nation that
you said is dear to you, and yes—it is indeed that Gabriel was with him, as stated above.
[Michael] answered, “May it be enough that among them are good people,” with the meaning
that He should destroy the wicked and leave the righteous alone. The Holy One, Blessed be
He, was angry with this answer, and said to him, “Behold, I am burning them, which is the
wicked ones as you said and also the good ones that you said to leave alone, because this
answer is not a correct answer, for if good ones had not existed among them, all of them
would have been found dead, G-d forbid.”
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Furthermore, [Michael] contradicted his first words, for if it were true that Israel was
dear to them, he wouldn’t have said to Him to destroy the wicked. Rather, to the contrary,
he would have endeavored to contemplate the matter in [Israel’s] merit, since they were so
dear that even the death of one person of Israel is difficult for the Holy One, Blessed be He,
as it is written, “The L-rd said to Moses, ‘Go down, warn the people not to break through to the
L-rd to gaze, lest many of them perish’ ” (Ex. 19:21).® Furthermore, in this answer that
[Michael and Gabriel] gave, they didn’t even save the righteous, for the attribute of strict
justice charged, “How are these righteous people different from those wicked ones?”’ Rather
it certainly needs to be said that the Temple was dearer to them than Israel itself, the opposite
of their first words, and because of this they wanted the righteous to exist in order that the
Temple would exist.

8 Mechilta d’Rabbi Yishmael 19:21: “If one of them falls, it is [to Me] as if all have fallen; the one detracts from
the many. One of them who falls is reckoned against the entire act of creation, as it says: ‘For to the L-rd (will be) the
eye of (one) man and (it will be reckoned as) all the tribes of Israel (Zech. 9:2).” ”

9 Shabbat 55a: “The attribute of justice said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: ‘Master of the Universe, how
are these different from those?’ [G-d] said to him: ‘These are full-fledged righteous [people] and those are full-fledged
wicked [ones].” [The attribute of justice] said to Him: ‘Master of the Universe, it was in the hands of the righteous to
protest the conduct of the wicked, and they did not protest.”
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But now their words didn’t come true; rather they contradicted each other, for if it
were true that Israel were dear to them, they should have brought arguments to save even
the wicked. They should have from the beginning said to G-d to burn the Temple in order to
save even the wicked, because the soul of one person from Israel is dear to the Holy One,
Blessed be He.
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It was also possible to claim that He should save even the wicked because of the charity
that they gave, as it says in the 11" chapter of Sanhedrin (page 104b), “There was an
additional measure of suffering in Jerusalem that was not in Sodom. For there, with regard to
Sodom, it is written: ‘Only this was the sin of your sister Sodom: arrogance! She and her daughters
had plenty of bread and untroubled tranquility, but she did not support the poor and destitute’
(Ezek. 16:49). But here, it is written, ‘The hands of compassionate women cooked their own
children’ ” (Lam. 4:10). The power of charity is great, for it reverses the attribute of strict
justice to the attribute of mercy, as [the rabbis] of blessed memory said on the verse, “Look
down from Your Holy Abode, from Heaven, and bless Your people Israel and the soil You have
given us, a land flowing with milk and honey, as You swore to our fathers” (Deut. 26:15).'°
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Although that argument is not as satisfying as we wrote above, at any rate, if
[Michael] had responded in explanation that [G-d] should not kill any of them, but rather
exile the wicked—because according to justice they should not settle in the Land, as they are
not guarding the commandments, as discussed above—then it is certain “that some will be
saved by this claim.”!! But from the fact that he said, “May it be enough that among them

10 Rashi on Deut. 26:15: “We have done what You have laid upon us, do now what is upon You to do, because
You have said, ‘If you walk in My ordinances ... Then I will give you rain in its season, etc.” (Lev. 25:3—4).” See also
Yerushalmi Ma’aser Sheni 32b.

' The text is found in Rabbi Abraham Abulafia’s Imrei Shefer (1291) in the essay Drush leVein haMetzarim, as
well as in Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz’s Kli Yakar (Lublin 1602) on Ex. 9:14.
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are good people,” it appears that they weren’t strict at all regarding the loss of Israel, but
rather especially regarding the existence of the Temple. Because of this they were punished,
that they would be ordered to set it on fire, and this was the betrayal that Michael did, that
he didn’t contemplate the matter in the merit of the wicked. It is for this reason that the
prophet lamented, “Alas! Lonely sits the city [that was once] great with people! She who is
[now] like a widow, was [once] great among the nations; the princess among states has become a
captive servant” (Lam. 1:1), and we would say the lament of this verse even according to the
words of Michael, for if [G-d] had destroyed the wicked instead of the Temple, nevertheless
[the Land’s] inhabitants would have been reduced in number.
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In this way we will solve the order of the verses, that in the beginning [the prophet]
said, “Alas! Lonely she sits,” before saying “the city [that was once] great with people,” and
similarly, the prophet said, “[she who was] like a widow” before saying, “who was [once] great
among the nations.” Similarly, at the end of the verse, if the clause were to provide a parallel
construction of first expressing the current state and then the earlier state, [the prophet] should
have said, “She has become a captive servant” before saying, “who was once a princess among
states.” Instead, this third pair reads, “She who was once a princess among states, has become a
captive servant.” Why then is the structure: 1a) the later state; 1b) the earlier state; 2a) the later
state; 2b) the earlier state; 3a) the earlier state; and 3b) the later state? But the first clauses existed
even according to the words of Michael, i.e., “lonely she sits” and “like a widow” were already
true when Jerusalem was besieged but while the Temple still stood, when Michael and Gabriel
were telling G-d that they held Israel and the Temple dear. However, Isracl being a captive
servant happened only after the destruction of the Temple, when they were exiled from their
land and became a captive servant and prey, in their descent into the pit of exile. Thus, clauses
la through 3a existed as past events prior to clause 3b, and clause 3b is relegated to the end of the
verse. Even if we will try to interpret, “She has become a captive servant” as meaning that she
was under the yoke of the kings of the nations, i.c., to make it an earlier event than the time of
the Exile, following the destruction of the Temple, it is difficult to understand in that way. For
even in the time of the Temple, they were raising tax for the king of Babylonia. So if one were
to interpret it as referring to being under the yoke of nations, then [Jeremiah] should have had
the clause, “she has become a captive servant” at the very beginning of the verse, even before



he wrote, “lonely she sits.” Thus, we are right to interpret it to mean after the destruction of the
Temple, and to place it at the end of the verse. '
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Now we have a better understanding of Lamentations 1:2. Since now our distress is
doubled, both because of the loss of the righteous and also of the wicked, therefore the
lamenting is in the doubled language: “Weeping, she has wept in the night,” etc. “She has no
comforter among all [her lovers]; all her friends have betrayed her,” that they didn’t
contemplate the matter in the merit of the wicked,” and with this, as it says in the first verse,
“Lonely she sits.”
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It is still necessary to scrutinize the section in tractate Yoma mentioned above:
“Moreover, if you already did it as you were commanded, you should not have responded in
this way; don’t you [know] that one should not deliver a report about destruction?” (Yoma 77a).
“Is there doubt before G-d in Heaven!?” (Berachot 3b). For they said, “If you already did it
as you were commanded,” which appears that they are uncertain if he already did it as he
was commanded or not. In truth, the commentators wrote that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
wanted them to be angels of mercy who would enact judgment against Jerusalem, in order
that they shouldn’t enact complete judgment against Israel, although according to the letter of
the law, it was proper that they should have been angels of justice to influence a strict justice
against Israel.
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If so, this is what they were saying to Gabriel: “No matter what your thinking was, there
are grounds to reprimand you! (1) If you did not do it, you did not do it.” As if to say, “If you
believe that G-d wanted you to destroy Israel, but since you are an angel of mercy you decided

12 This explains why Jeremiah didn’t want to preserve the later state/earlier state structure for the third pair of
clauses, because he wanted “she has become a captive servant” to be saved for the end of the verse. However, the
translator wonders why the prophet didn’t draft the verse as earlier state/later state for all three pairs of clauses?
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to spread only dying embers, then you know that you did not do what you think G-d wanted, and
you needed to apologize that you didn’t do justice, for you showed mercy to Israel. (2) If you
did it, and you took no pity but acted only as you were commanded, i.e., your taking of dying
embers was an act of carelessness, then you still deserve to be reprimanded, because you needed
to do it as you were commanded. (3) If you did it as you were commanded—thinking that
since the Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded you because you are an angel of mercy on
Israel, this means that in general the imperative is that mercy will be fulfilled upon them and
complete justice will not be implicated—then it’s at least accurate that you said, ‘I have done
as You have commanded me,’ specifically as He commanded you as opposed to another angel,
for [G-d intended] you to change [the outcome] to good and to have compassion on Israel.
(4) But even if it was this last case, and you thought that G-d wanted you to show compassion,
you shouldn’t respond in the way that you did, saying, ‘I have done as You have commanded
me,’ for don’t you [know] that one should not deliver a report about destruction?”
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In this way the difficulty of Rabbi Shimon Chasida will be solved, that “If it were not
for the fact that the embers cooled as they were passed from the hand of Michael to the hand
of Gabriel, instead of Gabriel taking the embers directly himself as he had been told, not a
[remnant of the Jewish people] would have survived.” The difficulty is that from his statement,
it appears that our remnant was due to Michael and Gabriel, even though Scripture says the
opposite, “Had not the L-rd of Hosts left us some remnant, we would have been like Sodom,
another Gomorrah” (Isaiah 1:9). From what we have written, everything is fine, for when the
Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded them, it was that they were angels of mercy to
influence justice, with the intent being that they should act in the matter such that a remnant
of Israel would remain. I.e., it was G-d’s intention that the angels would act this way.
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The duplication of the words in the verse, “Weeping, she has wept,” is as we said in the
2374 chapter of tractate Shabbat (151b) regarding the verse “and the clouds return after the rain”
(Eccl. 12:2), “this is the light of a person’s eyes, which goes and dwindles after one cries.”'’

13 In Shabbat 151b, the Gemara is discussing verses from Ecclesiastes that relate to death and old age. Regarding
Eccl. 12:2, “Before the sun and the light and the moon and the stars are darkened, and the clouds return after the rain,”
the rabbis taught that “and the clouds return after the rain” refers to “the light of a person’s eyes, which goes [and
dwindles] after one cries [as if it were covered by clouds].”
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The Gemara on Shabbat 151b also relates a story: “When Rabbi Chanina’s daughter died, he
did not cry over her. His wife said to him, ‘Have you [merely] let a chicken out of your house [that
you do not show any signs of sorrow]?’ He said to her, ‘[If I cry, I will suffer twice, from]
bereavement and blindness,” ” as he considered crying out of sorrow to be damaging to eyesight.
But here the Scripture doesn’t want that fear to cause us to cease crying about the destruction
of the Temple, rather it encourages us to cry, as it says, “Weeping, she has wept in the night, her
cheek wet with tears.”
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In a different manner, as it says in the Midrash (Lam. Rabbah 1:40) on the verse,
“When the L-rd afflicted me on His day of wrath” (Lam. 1:12), “The Holy One, Blessed be
He, had only one day of wrath. If they had repented immediately, they would have been
redeemed.”'* Scripture says: “Weeping, she has wept in the night,” and the weeping is to
awaken mercy, as is known. Actually, this is impossible to accomplish in only one day, for as
Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar said, “Do not try to appease your friend during his hour of anger”
(Pirkei Avot 4:18). Rather, do so at night, when the day and his anger have passed, then it is
the time for crying to awaken mercy in order that they should be redeemed. Also, [the rabbis]
of blessed memory said, “Any generation in which the Temple is not built, it is as if it had
been destroyed in their times” (Yerushalmi Yoma 5a), and therefore the text is doubled and
says “Weeping,” that it was not built, [and] “she has wept,” that it is as if it has been
destroyed in your days.

14 Our text of Lam. Rabba 1:40 reads, “Rabbi Acha said, the Holy One, Blessed be He, had only one day of wrath;
if Israel had repented, they would have cooled it.”



