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Chazal tell us that five calamities transpired on Shivah 
Asar B’Tammuz — the seventeenth day of Tammuz. 

1. When Moshe Rabbeinu descended from Mount Sinai 
with the first Luchos in his hands and he found the Jewish 
People worshiping the Golden Calf, he threw the Luchos to 
the ground — breaking them.

2. Toward the end of the era of the Second Beis 
Hamikdash, a Greek general named Apostomos publicly 
burnt a sefer Torah. [Some commentaries say that he burned 
the special Torah that was written by Ezra Hasofer, which 
had been used to verify the accuracy of all other sifrei Torah.]

3. The Gentile armies that controlled Yerushalayim 
prevented the daily sacrifice (Korban Tamid) from being 
brought again. [There is a dispute among the commentators 
when this took place. Some say it was toward the end of the 
First Beis Hamikdash, while others believe it was toward the 
end of the Second Beis Hamikdash.]

4. An idol was erected in the Beis Hamikdash. [There is 
a dispute if this refers to the idol erected by the evil Jewish 
king, Menasheh, who lived during the era of the First Beis 
Hamikdash, or if it refers to an idol erected by Apostomos.] 

5. The walls of Yerushalayim were breached, leading to 
the destruction of the Second Beis Hamikdash.

The Breaking of

 the Covenant 

Harav Aharon Feldman 

Shivah Asar
 B’Tammuz
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The Covenant
Hashem formed a bris (covenant) between Himself and 

the Jewish People. The concept of a bris means that two 
disparate parties become a single entity. At the Bris Bein 
Habesarim (Bereishis 15:10-17), Avram walked between two 
rows of animals cut in half to symbolize that he and Hashem 
are two halves of one whole. The bris between Hashem and 
the Jewish People meant the beginning of a relationship in 
which Hashem undertook to be close to us and to maintain us 
as a nation forever, and in which the Jewish People undertook 
to devote themselves totally to the service of Hashem. 

For this bris to be effective, three components are 
necessary: 

1. There must be a desire by Hashem to bestow His 
goodness upon His people. 

2. The Jewish People must reach out to Hashem in a 
yearning to come closer to Him. 

3. There must be a connecting element between Hashem 
and His people. The expression of these three components is 
effected by the following: 

The Torah is the way through which Hashem’s goodness 
is brought down to the Jewish People. The Torah is the 
revelation of Hashem’s will to the world, and Hashem relates 
to the world to the extent that there is Torah in the world. 

As for the second component, the Jewish People’s 
yearning to come close to Hashem is expressed through their 
devotion to His service, in particular through the avodah of 
the korbanos in the Beis Hamikdash. 

Finally, the place where the bonding between Hashem 
and His people takes place is the Beis Hamikdash. Through 
the Beis Hamikdash, the wisdom of the Torah (the first 



HHaraHaHaravHaHarav   Why We Weep/ 5

component) flows down to the Jewish People, and they are 
enabled to understand it to its fullest extent. As the navi tells 
us (Eichah 2:9)  רֶיהָ בַגּויִֹם אֵין תּוֹרָה הּ וְשָׂ  her kings and rulers are — מַלְכָּ
among the nations, there is no torah, when the Beis Hamikdash 
is destroyed and the Jewish People are dispersed, there is no 
Torah. Conversely, when there is a Beis Hamikdash, there is 
Torah in its full force.   

The second component of the bris, namely avodah, is most 
obviously affected by the loss of the Beis Hamikdash. Our 
avodah is seriously compromised when we can no longer offer 
the sacrifices that drew us close to Hashem. 

Thus, by the destruction of the Beis Hamikdash, the three 
components of Torah, avodah, and the Beis Hamikdash 
became impaired, and our bris with Hashem became 
weakened.
The Weakening of the Bris

The five calamities of the seventeenth of Tammuz 
represent the breakdown of these three components. Torah, 
the first component, became weakened first by the breaking 
of the Luchos (the first calamity) because of which we were no 
longer deserving of Hashem’s teaching us His Torah. Also, 
on that day Apostomos publicly burned the sefer Torah (the 
second calamity), which indicated as well that Hashem did 
not desire to bestow His Torah upon us. 

The second component of the covenant, avodah, became 
weakened as well on the seventeenth of Tammuz when 
the daily sacrifice of the Tamid, the principal part of our 
avodah in the Beis Hamikdash, was suspended (the third 
calamity). Without this sacrifice, we could no longer fully 
express our yearning to come close to Hashem. Furthermore, 
we were no longer able to perform our avodah in the Beis 
Hamikdash because of the idol which was placed there (the 


