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Chapter LVII: Kinnot (Lamentations)

Essay 3: The great danger of emulating the nations, and of drinking to excess.
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Midrash Lam. Rabbah 1:28-29 discusses the verse, “Judah has gone into exile because
of misery and harsh oppression; when she settled among the nations, she found no rest; all her
pursuers overtook her between the straits” (Lam. 1:3). The Midrash states that Judah has gone into
exile because they ate chametz' on Passover. Another matter is that they seized the collateral
of a poor person in their homes. The word ("1v) (oni) can denote “misery” or “poverty” or “a
poor person.” It is used in Lamentations 1:3 in the sense of “misery,” and the Midrash uses the
same word in the sense of “a poor person.” Regarding “harsh oppression,” this is because they
would enslave a Hebrew slave.”? We should scrutinize how eating chametz on Passover is
relevant to exile, and what is this other matter, that they seized [the collateral of a poor person
in their homes]?
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It’s worth saying that one who eats chametz on Passover deserves karet,
i.e., excommunication, or an early death imposed by Heaven. However, we know from a Mishnah?
that all those liable to receive karet who were flogged in court were exempted from karet. All
who are liable to be flogged who are degraded are exempt from the lashes, as it is written,
“He may be given up to forty lashes, but not more, lest being flogged further, to excess, your
brother be degraded before your eyes” (Deut. 25:3)—when he has been flogged he is called

" English translation: Copyright © 2020 by Charles S. Stein.

! Food with leavening agents, which is forbidden for Jews to eat, own, or benefit from on Passover.

2 Hebrew slaves became slaves either because of extreme poverty (in which case they could sell themselves to an
Israelite owner) or because of inability to pay a debt.

3 Mishnah Makkot 3:15 (Makkot 23a): “All who have incurred [the penalty of] karet, on being flogged are exempt
from their punishment of karet, for it says, ‘[He may be given up to forty lashes, but not more] ... lest your brother
shall be dishonored before your eyes’ (Deut. 25:3). Once he has been lashed he is [once again considered] ‘your
brother’ [which would not be the case if he were still excommunicated], the words of Rabbi Hananiah ben Gamaliel.”
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your brother, from which we derive that he is no longer excommunicated. Here too, they were
liable to receive karet, or at least lashes, or at least a great disgrace, and therefore they were
liable to exile, being a great disgrace. Indeed, as soon as they were exiled, they were exempted
from karet or from lashes.
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If you will say that they deserved exile because they also seized the collateral of a poor
person, in any event the Holy One, Blessed be He, could have only taken the Temple from
them—which was called mishkan [dwelling, Sanctuary] because it was a mashkon [security,
pledge]*—and not exiled them. Regarding the fact that they enslaved a Hebrew slave, they
could have been slaves within the framework of halacha, without any sin on the part of the
slaveowner; indeed, after six [years]—or until the Jubilee—they would have returned to
freedom. This is the lamentation of the mourner: “Judah has gone into exile,” and exile was
not proper for the Jewish people at all; or at least even if an exile was appropriate, it should have
been very brief, and an extended exile was not proper at all. Or even if one believes that an
extended exile was proper, then certainly [the Jewish people] shouldn’t have been delayed in
exile for more than six years.
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Here we point out that “[Judah] has gone into exile,” and even “when she settled
among the nations,” and wasn’t redeemed, even after six [years], and even after much time,
“she found no rest.” That is to say, she found no Temple, for “any generation in which the
Temple is not built, it is as if it had been destroyed in their times” (Yerushalmi Yoma 5a). Why
is this? Because “her pursuers overtook her.” As it says in the Zohar for parshat Pekudei
(page 2:236a), “Whenever the Side of Holiness rules, the Other Side, i.e., the Side of Impurity,
is not able to rule, and is submissive before [the holiness]. Therefore, we learned that
whenever Jerusalem will be complete, evil will be destroyed.”>

4 Ex. Rabbah 51:3.

5> The Zohar learns this from Pesachim 42b: “If this one [i.e, Jerusalem], is full, then that one [i.e., her enemy], is
laid waste; and if this [enemy] is full, then she [Jerusalem], is laid waste. Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak said: [This notion
comes] from here, [where the verse states regarding Esau and Jacob:] ‘The one people shall be stronger than the other
people’ (Gen. 25:23) [meaning that when one nation gains power, the other is weakened, because both cannot be strong
at the same time].”
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Therefore, immediately following the destruction of Jerusalem, the [foreign]
government acquired [the Jewish people], for that was a decree of the Creator, “and one
people shall be mightier than another” (Gen. 25:23), as is known. But their rule will not
continue thus forever, G-d forbid. Rather, “her pursuers overtook her between the straits” only,
that is, the main point of Israel’s exile is to gather the scattered, which is the fragments and
the souls who were banished to husks because of the sins of Israel. It is already known that
in Babylon, in the days of Nebuchadnezzar, all the nations and all the fragments were
gathered there; and there Israel was exiled, in order to gather them. As long as these
fragments are swallowed within the husk, all the bounty and all the wealth and all the rule
belong to [the husk], and these fragments that are within her grow stronger and greater in
strength.
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This is an esoteric secret, “Her enemies are now the masters” (Lam. 1:5), and if Israel
had been quick to repent and to do good deeds and to be distinguished from the other nations
they would have been gathered from their dispersion immediately, and they also would have
been redeemed immediately. This is the meaning of, “All her pursuers overtook her between the
straits” as if to say “between the boundaries”; that is, until there is a clear and known
difference between the strait and the border of the holy and the strait and the border of the
impure. That is, Israel is meant to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Ex. 19:6). Even in
exile among the nations, it is essential for Israel to remain a nation apart, and for Jews to retain our
way of life and not to copy the customs of the non-Jews. Then immediately, the verse will be
fulfilled that, “he will vomit the riches he has swallowed” (Job 20:15), and thus it was at the
end of the Babylonian exile, as it is written, “And many of the people of the land professed
to be Jews, for the fear of the Jews had fallen upon them” (Esther 8:17).
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We should also understand the term “between the straits,” as is brought in Midrash
Numbers Rabbah (section 7:10) on the verse, “putting them outside the camp” (Num. 5:4),
“G-d said to Israel, ‘Since you want idolatry, I will exile you to a place in which there is
idolatry.’ ” The Rambam writes (in explaining the fourth Mishnah of the first chapter of
tractate Avodah Zarah), “Every city in which there is idolatry is without a doubt a city in
which it is forbidden for a Jew to dwell. But we are compelled, and see the fulfillment of the
Scripture reading, ‘There you will serve man-made gods’ (Deut. 4:28).”
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The commentators wrote about Scripture saying, “But if you search there for the L-rd
your G-d, you will find Him” (Deut. 4:29), immediately adjacent to the reading, “there you
will serve man-made gods” (Deut. 4:28). They wrote, “it appears that Scripture’s intent is to
say that if Israel will be careful about themselves such that they won’t fulfill the verse, ‘You
will serve man-made gods’—that is, if Israel will distance themselves completely from this
world and not imitate the nations—then instantly the Holy One, Blessed be He, will redeem
them and restore their captives. This is the precise meaning of the words, ‘But if you search
there’ (there specifically) ‘for the L-rd your G-d, you will find Him.’ ”® This is exactly
“between the straits,” as it is written, “Elijah approached all the people and said, ‘How long
will you keep hopping between two opinions? If the L-rd is G-d, follow Him; and if Baal, follow
him!” ” (I Kings 18:21).
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We should also understand the term, “between the straits” as is brought in Midrash
Genesis Rabbah (section 36:4) on the verse, “[Noah] drank of the wine and became drunk, and
he uncovered himself within his tent” (Gen. 9:21): “It’s not written that he was uncovered by
someone else, but rather that he uncovered himself. He caused exile for himself and for the
generations to come. The ten tribes were exiled only because of wine, as it is written, ‘They

6 Rabbi Nachmani’s source has not been identified.



drink straight from the wine bowls’ (Amos 6:6), and it is written, ‘Ah, those who awaken early
in the morning to chase liquor and until late in the evening are inflamed by wine!” (Isaiah 5:11).
The tribe of Judah and the tribe of Benjamin were also only exiled because of wine, as it is
written, ‘But these are also muddled by wine and dazed by liquor: priest and prophet are
muddled by liquor; they are confused by wine, they are dazed by liquor; they are muddled in their
visions, they stumble in judgment.’ (Isaiah 28:7).”
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Also adjacent to there (in Midrash Gen. Rabbah 36:3): “At the hour that Noah was
walking to plant a vineyard, the demon Sh’madon [Asmodeus] met him, and said to him,
‘Join with me! But watch out that you not enter my side of the vineyard, for if you do enter
into my side, I will hurt you.” ” This is the meaning of “between the straits,” that they crossed
the straits and the proper border of behavior for them in their drinking of wine, and because
of this they were hurt and captured in the domain of the non-Jews and the Other Side, i.c.,
the side of impurity.



