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Rabba Yaffa Epstein
Wednesday, August 28

“Letting the Tears Come: Sitting
with God in our Grief”

This Resource is for Supplementary Program Educators

Group Discussion Questions:

What has your own grief looked like this year? (What has been
one manifestation of your grief this year since October 7?)

What has your students’ grief looked like this year? Have you
experienced their tears? Anger? Pride?

Who have your students had alongside them in their grief
process?
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Texts on Grief and Guiding Questions to Use with Your Learners:
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Babylonian Talmud Brachot 32b

Rabbi Elazar said: Since the day the Temple was
destroyed the gates of prayer were locked and
prayer is not accepted as it once was, as it is
said: “Though | plead and call out, God shuts
out my prayer” (Lamentations 3:8).

Yet, despite the fact that the gates of prayer
were locked with the destruction of the
Temple, the gates of tears were not locked,
as it is stated: “Hear my prayer, Lord, and give
ear to my pleading, keep not silence at my
tears” (Psalms 39:13).

In your understanding, what is the difference between “gates of prayer” and “gates of tears”? What does

it mean to you that the “gates of tears” are never locked?
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Babylonian Talmud Ketubot 104a

On the day when Rabi (Judah the Prince the compiler
of the Mishna) died, the Rabbis decreed a public fast
and offered prayers for heavenly mercy (that he
would live).

They announced: “Anyone who says that Rabi is dead
will be stabbed with a sword.”

Rabi's handmaid ascended the roof and prayed: 'The
ones above (the angels) request Rabi, and the ones
below (the Rabbis) request Rabi; may it be Your will
that the ones below may overpower the ones above.”
However, when she saw how often he needed to
go to the bathroom, painfully taking off his tefillin
(phylacteries) and putting them on again, she
prayed: 'May it be Your will that the ones above may
overpower the ones below'.

As the Rabbis incessantly continued their prayers for
mercy she picked up a jar and threw it down from the
roof to the ground.

They stopped praying and the soul of Rabi departed.
'Go', said the Rabbis to Bar Kappara, 'and investigate'.
He went and finding that Rabi was dead, he tore his
cloak and turned the tear backwards (this is an
external sign of mourning).

He said: 'The angels and the mortals have taken hold
of the holy ark (referring to Rabi). The angels
overpowered the mortals and the holy ark has been
captured'.

'Has he', they asked him, 'gone to his eternal rest? '
He replied, 'You said it; | did not say it'.

How might we accept the pain, the grief, and the loss we are experiencing without needing to deny it, or wish

it away?
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Eikhah Rabbah 1:1

Rav Nahman said that Shmuel said in the name of Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi: The Holy Blessed One summoned the
ministering angels and said to them: ‘A flesh and blood
king, when a relative of his dies and he mourns, what
does he typically do? They said to God: ‘He hangs
sackcloth on his entrance.’ God said to them: I, too, will do
so.' That is what is written: “I clothe the heavens in
blackness and | place sackcloth as their garment” (Isaiah
50:3). ‘A flesh and blood king, what [else] does he typically
do? They said to God: ‘He extinguishes the lamps.’

God said to them: ‘That is what | will do,’ as it is stated:
“The sun and the moon darkened and the stars withdrew
their shining” (Joel 4:15). ‘A flesh and blood king, what
does he typically do? ‘He overturns the beds. That is what
I will do," as it is stated: “Until thrones were set in place
and the Ancient One sat” (Daniel 7:9), [implying,] as it
were, that they had been overturned.

‘A flesh and blood king, what does he typically do?

‘He walks barefoot.’ ‘That is what | will do,” as it is stated:
“God's path is in tempest and in storm, and clouds are the
dust of God's feet” (Nahum 1:3). ‘A flesh and blood king,
what does he typically do? ‘He rends his purple garments.’
That is what | will do,’ as it is stated: “God accomplished
what God devised; God implemented [bitza] God's
statement [emrato]” (Lamentations 2:17). Rabbi Yaakov of
Kefar Hanan explained it: What is bitza emrato? It is that
God rent God's purple garments.

‘A flesh and blood king, what does he typically do?

‘He sits in silence.’ ‘That is what | will do,’ as it is stated:
“Let him sit alone and be silent” (Lamentations 3:28).

‘A flesh and blood king, what does he typically do?

‘He sits and weeps.’ ‘That is what | will do,’ as it is
stated: “The Lord, God of hosts, called on that day for
weeping and for lamentation and for baldness” (Isaiah
22:12).

How do you feel about a God who learns how to mourn from human leaders? Is there anything missing
from the list of mourning practices God implements - anything you would want God to add?
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Babylonian Talmud Brachot 3a

It was taught Rabbi Yosei said:

| was once walking along the road when | entered the
ruins of an old, abandoned building among the ruins
of Jerusalem in order to pray.

| noticed that Elijah, of blessed memory, came and
guarded the entrance for me and waited at the
entrance until | finished my prayer. When | finished
praying, Elijah said to me: Greetings to you, my Rabbi.
| answered him: Greetings to you, my Rabbi, my
teacher. And Elijah said to me: My son, why did you
enter this ruin? | said to him: In order to pray.

And Elijah said to me: You should have prayed on the
road. And | said to him: | was unable to pray along the
road, because | was afraid that | might be interrupted
by travelers. Elijah said to me: You should have recited
the abbreviated prayer instituted for just such
circumstances. Rabbi Yosei concluded: At that time,
from that brief exchange, | learned from him, three
things: | learned that one may not enter a ruin; and |
learned that one need not enter a building to pray,
but he may pray along the road; and | learned that
one who prays along the road recites an abbreviated
prayer. And after this introduction, Elijah said to me:
What voice did you hear in that ruin? | responded: |
heard a Divine voice, cooing like a dove and saying:
Woe that | destroyed My house, burned My Temple,
and exiled my children among the nations. And Elijah
said to me: By your life and by your head, not only did
that voice cry out in that moment, but it cries out
three times each and every day. Moreover, when
Israel enters synagogues and study halls and answers,
May God's great name be blessed, the Holy Blessed
One, shakes their head and says: Happy is the king
who is thus praised in his house. How great is the pain
of the parent who exiled their children, and woe to the
children who were exiled from their parent’s table.

How might this text help us feel closer to God/Judaism? How might it cause us to feel further away from

God/Judaism?

Overarching Question:

Has it been important to you to feel that God is grieving
alongside us this year since October 7? Why or why not?




Suggested Activities

Discuss the different emotions that
have come up this past year for your
students - surfacing the words grief,
hopelessness, anger, fear, and
helplessness. Using an online emoji
generator, or by drawing, invite your
students to draft and then present

new emojis that represent their
experience of those emotions. Then,
have them create a message book
for your family community using
their new emoijis. This book can also
be used as a sort of time capsule of
this extremely unique time in our
lives.

Closing Intention

There is a sacredness in tears.
They are not the mark of
weakness, but of power.

They speak more eloquently
than ten thousand tongues.
They are the messengers of
overwhelming grief, of deep

contrition, and of unspeakable
love.

Washington Irving



https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/07/well/emotions-support-relationships.html?unlocked_article_code=1.Fk4.zJ6i.jb83l6vzi-RU&smid=url-share

