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============================================ 
DVAR TORAH

Rambam in the Laws of Prayer (Tefilah 13:2) teaches the custom to read our week's parsha on the week before Tisha Be'av.  In his words: "It's the clear custom to read 'Bamidbar Sinai' before Atzeret [Shavuot], 'Va'etchanan' after Tisha Be'av, 'Atem Nitzavim' before Rosh Hashanah, 'Tzav et Aharon' before Passover on a simple [non-leap] year."  This pairing of holidays and Torah readings creates our variegated schedule of double-portions – with 54 parshas and only 50 weeks in the lunar calendar, something has to give.

Why are these holidays matched one to the other, specifically why Tisha Be'av and Devarim?  One answer is given by the Midrash Eichah Rabba (1:1) which states that three prophets used the phrase 'Eichah' – Moses, Isaiah and Jeremiah.  On Shabbat Devarim we read Moshe's 'Eichah' (Devarim 1:12)  in the Torah Reading, Isaiah's 'Eichah' (Isa. 1:21) in the Haftara and Jeremiah's 'Eichah' in the self-named Megillah on Tisha Be'av eve. 

The three Eichah's create a narrative of our spiritual decline.  By linking the three prophecies, the book of Lamentations (the English name for 'Eichah') and the devastation it describes emerges from the warnings of previous prophets.  The nation of might who resisted Moses' teaching is the same nation of decadence who ignored and slew Isaiah.  In this brief teaching, the Midrash instructs us that wealth and comfort lead to moral laziness and corruption, and will inevitably lead to the destruction seen in Jeremiah's time.

However, Rambam does not formulate the halakha the same way he did for the other holidays.  Instead of saying what we read before Tisha Be'av, we're told what we read afterwards.  One key to answer why Rambam reversed the order is to understand how these readings are seen in Jewish law.

The three weeks before Tisha Be'av have a specific name ("tlas d'parnusa" – the three weeks of warning) and accompanying restrictions on our comforts.  Our minds are to be focused on the dire history of tragedy and the day of ultimate destruction.  The seven weeks after Tisha Be'av, however, have a name as well, the "shiva d'nechimta" – the seven weeks of consolation.  We always talk about the three weeks, but the *seven* weeks don't get much coverage. 

Rambam seems to be giving us an alternative view of Devarim and this time of year.  Instead of concentrating on the sadness – which has adequate coverage in law and tradition – he's focusing us on the seven weeks of rebuilding and hope.
=========================================== 
Good Shabbos! 
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