"THE DIRE STRAITS"
Compiled by Tom O'Haver
For a total of eight hundred and thirty years there stood a structure on a Jerusalem hilltop that served as the point of contact between God and man, Heaven and Earth. So central was this edifice to the relationship between man and God that nearly two-thirds of the 613 commandments are contingent upon its existence. Its destruction is regarded as the greatest tragedy of Israel’s history, and its rebuilding will mark the ultimate redemption-the restoration of harmony within God's creation and between God and His creation.
July 19, 2011 is the 17th Day of the Jewish month of Tammuz.   On you Jewish calendars it is designated as the “Fast of Tammuz”.  This marks the beginning of what the Jews call the “Three Weeks” or “Dire Straits” which ends on “Tisha B’Av”, the 9th of Av which is August 9th this year.  These three weeks are designated as a time of mourning over the destructions of the Holy Temple and the resultant physical exile and spiritual displacement in which the Jewish people still find themselves. 
The term “Dire Straits” is based on the verse (Lamentations 1:3) which states: "All of [Israel's] pursuers overtook her between the straits."  Jewish tradition explains that "between the straits" refers to the days of affliction between the seventeenth of Tammuz and the ninth of Av.  In this period, many calamities befell the Jewish people throughout their generations. It was during this period of between the straits that both the first and second Temples were destroyed, 600 years apart.
During this period, many Jewish people lessen the extent of their rejoicing. They don't:
· Conduct weddings. 
· Play musical instruments or listen to music. 
· Recite the Shehecheyanu blessing. 

· Blessed are you, Lord, our God, king of the universe who has kept us alive, sustained us, and enabled us to reach this season (Amen)
· Because of this, they do not wear new clothing
· The do not eat fruit which they have not yet eaten this season so that they will not be required to recite Shehecheyanu. 
· They do not get a haircut or shave.
However, all the laws of mourning are suspended on Shabbat.   The fast days are postponed until Sunday, and the Shabbat is joyously celebrated.  Why is all mourning suspended on Shabbat? We believe that every Shabbat constitutes a foretaste of the Messianic Era. As such, on Shabbat we only focus on the positive elements of life and the Jews also do so for the positive elements of this period. Jews believe that with the coming of the Messiah they will understand that all the suffering was necessary in order to reach the ultimate good.   The prophet Jeremiah foretold that Messiah would transform their sorrowful days into days of joy "I will turn their mourning into joy and will comfort them and make them rejoice from their sorrow" (Jeremiah 31:12).
The Three Weeks should be a time of increased Torah study and giving of charity
During this period they spend extra time contemplating the less-than-perfect state the world is in now and what they can do to improve it by increasing in deeds of goodness and kindness.
The Three Weeks should be a time of increased Torah study and giving of charity– in keeping with the verse Isa 1:27   “Zion shall be redeemed with judgment, and her converts with righteousness.”  Particularly, they are encouraged time and again the study of those portions of Torah that deal with the building of the Holy Temple.
It is our generation in particular, that stands on the threshold of redemption, that should study with the awareness that these promises will be even more practical in the near future!  There is more to the Three Weeks than fasting and lamentation. The prophet describes the fasts as "days of goodwill before God"-days of opportunity to take advantage of the failings of the past as the inspiration for a renewed and even deeper bond with God. A sense of purification accompanies the fasting, a celebration of redemption overshadows the mourning, and a current of joy supersedes the sadness.
Some of the content from this article came from Pastor Mark's teachings on the Dire Straits and from articles on the following website www.chabad.org.
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