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Another Fast Day? 
Don’t worry.

Monday is the 20th of Sivan on the Hebrew calendar, and these days most Jews of
Ashkenaz do not observe a custom of fasting.  But a very few do—some Jews from
Galicia in Poland; and some communities of Hungarian Jews.

Fasting in Sivan dates back to the earliest blood libels in France, in the town of Blois
over 850 years ago.  The crusades of 1096 saw the decimation of Jewish communities
in the Rhineland, so the 20th of Sivan was established as a fast day in memory of
those dark times. Also emerging from that period was the Av Harachamim prayer which
we mentioned in shul the other week that we still recite on the Shabbat when we bless
Sivan in memory of those martyrs.

Apparently the fast day fell out of practice over the years. Until the Cossack pogroms of
1648-1649 in Ukraine.  These massacres are referred to by their Hebrew year dates,
“tach vetat,” taf-chet and taf-tet; 5408-5409.  Historians write that these murderous
times were statistically as devastating to the Jewish communities in those lands as the
Shoah of 1938-1945.

In the code of Jewish Law, Shulchan Aruch, The Magen Avraham, Rabbi Avraham
Gombiner of Kalisz, Poland writes:  that it has become a custom again to fast in Sivan
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and he references selichos, penitential prayers written for the fast day by Rabbi
Shabtai Hakohen Rabbi Hakohen himself comments that the 20th of Sivan never
occurs on shabbat, so there would not be the problem of whether to observe it or not.

For reasons that are probably obvious (we don’t like to fast!), Jews have not taken to
establishing fast days anymore.  While we have more than one day on which to
commemorate the Shoah, we have not established a fast day for the Shoah. However
in the early days of Israel the Chief Rabbinate designated the 10th of Tevet, a fast day
the week after chanukah, as the day to say Kaddish for holocaust martyrs.  The day
was already on the calendar; this just added another layer of significance.

So perhaps it’s still too soon, but maybe someday Israel will add a layer onto the
already existing Fast of Gedalia, the day after Rosh Hashana when we recall the
assassination of a Jewish leader, Gedalia ben Achikam by other Jews in 423CE (see 2
Kings 25). Prime Minister Rabin’s murder took place later in the fall, and doesn’t seem
to be marked on the calendar or with any other notoriety. 

And we are still in the thick of fighting and suffering from “Milchemet Simchat Torah,”
the war which began over a year and a half ago on October 7th.  It will take a while
until we have clarity on this era in our people’s history, to be sure.

Shabbat Shalom
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