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Chapter II discusses the Hebrew calendar as it developed in the Rabbinic period. 

It analyzes Mishnaic material and creates portraits of individuals from the Mishnah and 

the Talmud who were involved in determining the calendar.

Chapter III contains various modes for celebrating the new moon from both 

historical and contemporary perspectives.

Chapter IV describes the festival observances of Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot as 

opportunities within the Hebrew Calendar to develop relationships between God, human 

beings and the natural world. Historical backgound and Reform observance lead to 

suggestions for the renewal of ancient agriculturally oriented rituals.

Chapter V applies the Hebrew Calendar to current environmental

Drawing upon the essence and structure of the Hebrew calendar it concludes that 

sensitivity to the natural cycles of the world, as expressed in the Hebrew Calendar, can 

lead to a relationship with the Creator and partnership in the ongoing work of Creation.

This is a study of the Hebrew calendar. It presents a history of the Hebrew 

calendar in the Biblical and Rabbinic periods, the theological aspects of the luni-solar 

calendar, and the connections between the Hebrew Calendar and contemporary 

ecological issues.

This thesis is divided into five chapters and an introduction which provides the 

context and objectives of this study.

Chapter I surveys calendar development in the Biblical period. It provides 

background to the development of the Hebrew calendar by focusing on the calendar as 

it was determined by citation of the moon and seasonal changes, and the subsequent 

transition to calendical calculation.
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Preface

vi

Many people have helped me as I have written this thesis, and I am tremendously 

grateful to them for their friendship and their support. I am honored to be able to publidy 

recognize and thank a few unique individuals, who like Torah, have given me kernels of 

wisdom and glimmers of understanding, treasures that are indeed beyond measure.

The members of Cong-egation B’nai Israel in Kokomo, Indana, have patiently 

endured my explorations in combining environmentalism and Judaism over the past two 

years. In particular, the Pudnos and Mulis families have been ever supportive and 

flexible in determining our own conjegational calendar; Margo Sorgman introduced me 

to the work of Daniel Boorstin, and Stuart and Janine Green taught me the powers of 

myths.

Dr. Mark Washofsky, was always able to drect me to the reference materials I 

needed to study the Rabbinic period, with jace and with humor. Richard Hedick, Dana 

Fredrickson, and other members of the library staff at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish 

Institute of Religion in Cincinnati always greeted me with a smile. They taught me not 

only how to jump through the hoops, but through which hoops to jump.

LeRoy Doggett, of the United States Naval Observatory, g-adously shared his 

research on calendars and moon-watching with me. Through both conversation and 

correspondence, he inspired me to pursue renewing the monthly ritual of observing of 

the moon in celebration of Rosh Chodesh.

And finally, Dr. David Weisberg, my teacher and advisor, constantly affirms and 

challenges me in my labors. His patience and compassion have persistently dawn out 

abilities I did not know I possessed and helped me to apply them not only to my research 

and writing, but to my personal and professional life as well. This process has been, as 

he promised, “a rich and rewardng experience, the ultimate expression of my beliefs 

and my hopes.”
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Regarding gender language: I do not believe that God is “He” or "She*. When I 

refer to the Divine, the name depicts some of the many attributes of Adonai. However, 

throughout this document God is referred to, by others, as “He" because I respect the 

theological beliefs of those whose works are cited, and I have not emended their texts. I 

hold the belief that any translation is a work of interpretation, and therefore I honor the 

new franslation of the Bible provided by the Jewish Publication Society. I have not 

tampered with the pronouns or any of the names by which NJPS refers to Adonai, the 

Sustainer, the Creator, the God of Israel.

conventions are not effective (e.g. Chodesh rather than Hodesh). I hope that my 

transliterations will not cause confusion and will be helpful in intejating Hebrew terms 

into the English vocabulary.

Regarding the transliteration: The system outlined by Werner Weinberg in How Do 

You Spell Chanukah? has been very helpful to me. There are however some cases 

where in order for transliterated Hebrew words to sound like Hebrew, certain technical

Regarding the translations: All Biblical translations, unless otherwise noted, are 

taken from Tanakh-The Holy Scriptures, The New JPS Translation According to the 

Traditional Hebrew Text. All Mishnaic translations and Hebrew texts, unless otherwise 

noted, are taken from Mishnayoth, ecited by Philip Blackman. All translations and 

Hebrew texts of the Babylonian Talmud are taken from the Hebrew-English Eci 

Babylonian Talmud, published by Sondno Press.

A few words of explanation are necessary about the technical aspects of this 

work.
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The sun, the moon, and the stars mark the basic units of time in the Hebrew 

calendar. They record the passage of time, determining our festivals, our days, our 

months, and our years. The various agricultural seasons: Aviv, the Harvest and the

Boorstin’s conclusion is quite different from the perspective that Judaism has 

developed over the ages. Jews have long recognized that nature does not confine 

human beings, but rather it serves as a vital guide to communal life. Our fraction 

teaches,

God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to 
separate day from night: they shall serve as signs for the 
set times-the days and the years..."2

1 Boorstln,p.12.
2 Genesis 1:14.
3 Exodus 23:14-16.
4 Numbers 10:10.

So long as man marked his life only by cycles of nature- 
the changing seasons, the waxing or waning moon-he 
remained a prisoner of nature. If he was to go on his own 
way and fill his world with human novelties, he would have 
to make his own measures of time. And these man-made 
cycles would be wonderfully varied.1

And on your joyous occasions-your... new moon days- 
you shall sound trumpets over your burnt offerings and 
your sacrifices of well being. They shall be a reminder of 
you before your God...4

Three times a year you shall hold a festival for Me. You 
shall observe the Feast of Unleavened Bread...at the set 
time in the month of Abib...and the Feast of the Harvest, of 
the first fruits of your work, of what you sow in the field; and 
the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you 
gather the results of your work from the field.3



'1

8 Dubos, p.49-50.
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We need these basic cycles in our lives: the waxing and waning of the moon, the 

growth and completion of the harvests, the arrival of the first winter rains. They add 

meaning to our lives by providing us with a structure, and more importantly, by bringing 

us into a relationship with nature and with God, its Creator. In the past, the cycles of 

nature and responsible use of the natural resources of the world have successfully 

guided the Jewish people. Today, we have become distant from the natural cycles of the 

world. We have not been as careful of the earth’s gifts as we need to be. But, a renewed 

sensitivity to the cycles of nature can bring us closer to the earth on which we live as

Ingathering, determine when we hold our most sacred religious convocations. The 

moon dictates the ckration of each month. Celebration of its rebirth sustains our 

relationship with God.

Biblical and later Rabbinic understandings of nature, reflected in the Hebrew 

calendar, express a tradrtional Jewish view that people are not, as Boastin argues, 

prisoners of nature. We are guided by nature. It’s patterns and rhythms are deeply 

imbedded within each of us; they surround us each day, if we would only notice them.

Among the most obvious and stable of the ancient links of 
man with the world of nature are the daily, seasonal, and 
lunar rhythms exhibited by most functions of his body and 
mind. These rhythms clearly reflect the governing 
influence that cosmic faces exerted in the distant past on 
all aspects of human evolution...The behavioral patterns 
associated with the seasons cannot be entirely accounted 
fa by changes in temperature a in the luminosity of the 
sky. They have their seat in the genetic constitution and 
originate from a time in the evolutionary past when man 
lived in such drect contact with nature that he could 
survive only if his bodily functions and his mental 
responses were precisely geared to the seasonal rhythms 
of nature and availability of resources...The mae 
civilization developed, the less man remained drectly 
dependent on nature; yet changes in his ways of life did 
not markedly aha his fundamental needs and rhythms.8
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Shabbat provides a weekly reaffirmation of the human link to nature and to God.

In adcftion to this weekly connection, the Hebrew calendar provides monthly and

This belief is echoed and explicitly tied to ecological sensitivity by Ehrenfeld and 

Bentley,

tenants and caretakers. Appreciation and wise use of limited resources can, as it has 

done historically, bring us closer to God, the Ultimate Owner.

Within Jewish tradftion, Shabbat celebration has been one way to integrate 

envronmental appreciation with Jewish practice. Abraham Joshua Heschel has 

suggested Shabbat is the time when humans are to be “independent of technical 

civilization'. We abstain primarily from any activity that aims at remaking a reshaping the 

things of space. Man’s royal privilege to conquer nature is suspended on the seventh 

day."6 Shabbat is a day set aside from all others to appreciate the holiness of creation.

6 Heschel, The SabMth, p.28-29.
7 Heschel. The Sabtwlth, p.28.
6 Ehrenfeld and Bentley, p.311.

To set apart one day a week for freedom, a day on which 
we would not use the instruments which have been so 
easily turned into weapons of destruction, a day fa being 
with ourselves, a day of detachment from the vulgar, a 
independence of external obligations, a day on which we 
stop worshipping the idols of technical civilization, a day on 
which we use no money, a day of armistice in the 
economic struggle with our fellow men and the faces of 
nature-is there any institution that holds out a greater hope 
fa man’s prog-ess than the Sabbath?7

Without the influence of the Sabbath, stewardship in 
practice is corruptible and unstable. Fa Jews, it is the 
awareness of the Sabbath during the working days that 
can bring the realm of time and its accompanying sense of 
restraint and limit to stewardship. It is the Sabbath that 
defines the relationship between steward and Ruler. It is 
the Sabbath, ultimately, that completes and confirms the 
environmental wisdom of Judaism.®
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All my life I have been a collector of nature’s rarest and 
most subtle gifts-nature’s cryptophenomena . I am not 
talking about LochNess monsters or pots of gold at the end 
of rainbows, or other purported creatures or objects that if 
they were real would be of a spectacular nature. Rather I 
am talking about aspects of the ordinary and presently retd 
that hide in their very delicacy-very young moons, certain 
ephemeral kinds of frost, and the zodiacal lic^it are 
examples-things that require for their observation nothing 
but knowledge and patience.0

seasonal opportunities to nurture these relationships. The Hebrew calendar brings us 

into contact with nature, rather than allowing nature to imprison us. Rosh Chodesh, 

Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot are all opportunities for us to patiently observe the 

recurring cycles of nature and to render praise to the One who created them all. The 

Hebrew calendar, at its core, encourages observation and blessing of nature’s greatest 

gifts of beauty and allows them to define the patterns and times in our lives.

Through the Hebrew calendar, by observing the new moon; by heralding the 

arrival of the wheat harvest on Pesach; by proclaiming the bounty of the land on 

Shavuot; and by anticipating the rain on Sukkot; we become collectors of nature’s most 

subtle and dramatic powers. We come to understand that we alone can not call forth 

these miracles of yowth and renewal. The Hebrew calendar illustrates it is only by our 

partnership with the Creator that the natural cycles and their gifts are sustained.

“An analysis of the calendar of a given society, or even an investigation into a 

specific or detailed calendar problem, will often reveal aspects of social and economic 

life that surpass the mere ‘calendic’ nature of the initial inyiry."10 Study of the Hebrew 

calendar reveals not only social, economic and religious elements of Jewish life, it most 

importantly indicates ecological sensitivities and theological relationships. Study of the 

Hebrew calendar clearly indicates a connection with the natural cycles of the heavens

®Ra$mo,p.M5.
10 Talmon, Kina, Cdt. end Calender,,., P-89.



11 Reifenberg, p.9.
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As I conclude this rabbinic thesis, regarding the connections between the 

historical Hebrew calendar and its sensitivity to contemporary environmental issues, a 

war is being fought in the Persian Gulf. Americans, Europeans and people from Arab 

lands are allied against Iraq, "to liberate Kuwait.” Israel is under constant threat and 

attack of SCUD missiles. There have moments in the past months when my work has 

seemed all too theoretical in the face of the life and death issues of peace and war. It 

has, however, become increasingly clear that issues of the calendar, theology, ecology, 

and of war are tied all too closely together. Lowdermilk add-esses this poignant 

connection:

and the earth. These cycles release us. They free us to enter into relationships with the 

Creator, as partners in the ongoing work of Creation.

My work explores the relationships that could be developed between human 

beings and God, by means of an appreciation of the natural world, as expressed in the 

Hebrew calendar. In light of the current world events I hope it will also be read in a 

broader scope and will express the connections between God, the land and the 

inhabitants; the issues of war and death, of life and of peace.

Debra J. Robbins 
February 21,1991 
7 Adar 5751

Here is a challenge jester than the challenge of war. For 
it is not until mankind works out a lasting adjustment to the 
good earth, more especially to its soils and the rains that 
fall on them, is there much hope of peace on earth ar good 
will among men. Hun jy people do not keep the peace, 
they do not stay within their own borders. What happens to 
their land in the final reckoning will decide this race 
between civilization and famine.11
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star at sunrise.

Thus if the yeat summer inundation was originally taken as signaling the 

beginning of a new year in an agriculturally oriented reckoning, these two celestial 

events, which fell within the same period...were available to provide a more precise point 

of beginning in an astronomically oriented reckoning. Since the reappearance of Sirius

Chapter I

CALENDAR DEVELOPMENT IN THE BIBLICAL PERIOD

BACKGROUND TO THE HEBREW CALENDAR IN THE BIBLICAL PERIOD 

Egyptian Calendar

In it’s earliest stages, the ancient Egyptian calendar was based on three seasons 

within a year. The year began in the season of Akhet or Inundation. This was the time 

when the Nile rose and overflowed the fields, generally in the middle of the summer. 

The season of Peroyet or Coming Forth, took place when the water would recede and 

arable land would again emerge. It was at this time, in the fall, that seeding, tilling, 

yowing and harvesting would occur. The year would conclude with the season of 

Shomu or Deficiency. This was the time when the Nile was at its lowest point, following 

the harvest and prior to the next inundation. The recoyition of these seasons, based 

upon climatic and ayicultural factors, was undoubtedly very old.”1

While ancient Egypt remained an agriculturally based society, as they began to 

observe and calculate the patterns of the stars and the lengths of the days, people began 

to inteyate astronomical factors with ayicultural seasons. The year began with the 

lunar month, which began after the river started to rise (late spring). This summer 

season also included the time of summer solstice and the first reappearance of the Sirius
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Following this initial transition from an solely agicultural calendar to a partially 

astronomical calendar, Ancient Egypt developed three different calendars. The first was 

a luni-stellar calendar determined in reference to Sirius. It demanded an intercalary 

month every three years and was in use until the Proto-dynastic period. The second 

calendar was a solar calendar, made up of twelve months, each with thirty days and five 

epagomenal days inserted at the start of the lunar year. The months were not measured 

accordmg to the new moon but were rather fixed units in a solar year (this is why it is 

called a “solar calendar"). This calendar is also referred to as schematic because the 

units have artificial regularity. This type of calendar was introduced sometime between 

2937 and 2821 BCE and became the standard calendar of Egypt. Neugebauer upholds, 

“This calendar is, indeed, the only intelligent calendar which ever existed in human 

history.”3

The third Egyptian calendar developed because of disharmony that existed 

between the civil calendar and the solar calendar. This new calendar was introckjced 

around the year 2500 BCE with the intention of unifying the two systems. All three 

calendars remained in use throughout ancient Egyptian history.

This calendrical material concerning Ancient Egypt is significant to the 

development of the Hebrew Calendar because the Israelites were living in Egypt until 

the time of the Exodus (between 1275 and 1250 BCE).4 These were the calendars with 

which the Israelites lived and were familiar. At this time in history they did not have their 

own methods and patterns for measuring time. They lived in accordance with the rest of

at sunrise was the more readily observable event, it is probable that this is what was first 

utilized.2

2 Finegan, p.22-23.
3 Neugebauer, The Exact Sciences In Antiquity. p. 81.
4 Setzer detesthe Exodus of the Hebrew from Egypt aroird 1260 BCE,sometime during the reigns of 
Sethosljc. 1305-1290) orRamses I (c.1290-1224Lp. 17. Determination of the time period h which the 
Israel es were in Egypt has focused on a variety of theories many of which are (focussed by Mier and Hayes, 
pp.65-75.
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From the very moment the Israelites left Egypt they began to live by their own 

calendar. We can only assume that prior to the Exodus they lived by the various 

Egyptian calendars, but Exodus 12:2 indicates a radical change. It is here that Israel 

begins to celebrate the start of the year in springtime. "This month shall mark for you the 

beginning of the months; it shall be the first of the months of the year for you." We learn 

from Exodus 13:4 a more specific time for this awesome event, “You go free on this day, 

on the new moon of Abib." This event based on the Biblical commandment, “You shall 

observe the Feast of Unleavened bread...at the set time in the month of Aviv, for in it you 

went forth from Egypt..."®, will come to be the compelling factor in all future calendar 

determinations of the Israelite people. As Sama asserts, “We know nothing of Israel's 

earlier calendar, but the phrasing unmistakably points to an innovation, to a break with 

the past."7

And so the Israelites find themselves in the wilderness of Sinai, with a need to 

create the national institution of calendar to keep track of the set times, the days and the 

years.® They strive to create something new that belongs to them in its unicjjeness, and

According to Nahum Sarna all of this changed (tamatically with the Exodus of 

the Jews from Egypt. He writes,

A liberated people must evolve and stress its own national 
existence and forge its own institutions. One of its first 
desiderata is the establishment of a uniform calendar. 
Such an institution is a powerful instrument of societal, 
cultural and religious cohesion.®

Egyptian society reckoning seasons and months by the agricultural seasons and by 

solar and civil calculations.

® Sama, p., 81.
® Exodus 23:15
7 Sama, p 81
® Scholars disagree about the arrival of the ferae* as depart ire from Egypt and entrance into Canaan, both In 
regardtothe dating of the events and the forme they took. MBerand Hayes suggest that what occirred was 
not as drect the departure and conquest describedin the Genesfe-Joshuaaccount noris tacompiete 
rejection of this narrative. They suggest,'Some of the ancestors may have been pert of the old Semflc
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This month of Aviv, the time during which the gain ripens is the central event 

around which the Israelites will organize their calendar. This method of determining time 

in accordance with events in the natural world is consistent with the Israelite way of life.

they have the benefit of models from the developing Egyptian calendar system.

Throughout the Biblical period, from the time of the Exodus from Egypt to the return from 

Exile in Babylonia, the Israelites struggle to develop a calendar that is practical in its use 

and reflects the natural cycles of the agricultural world around them.

The ongoing need to celebrate liberation at the spring harvest, during Aviv, will 

be the dominant factor in future calendar determinations of the Israelites. Aviv in 

modem Hebrew is the season of spring. In the Bible, Aviv refers to “the particular stage 

of gowth in grain at the beginning of its ripening process, after the stalks have 

hardened.” • Aviv is a word that refers to a time of year rather than a specific date, it 

reckons time based on a specific event which takes place in the natural world.

The “month of Aviv” is the month during which gain (first 
barley, later wheat) reaches the stage of development 
called Aviv. Since plant gowth and development is 
controlled by the sun, this Biblical “month of Aviv” falls in 
the same solar season every year, it is dear, therefore, 
that the first month (Nissan), one of the lunar months, is not 
identical to the “month of Aviv” which is determined by the 
sun...10

That which characterizes the Israelite conception of time 
is...not so much the distances, as the substance and 
context of events. The conceptions of time and space

stock that had occupied Palestine as far back aswtten records go. Some may have settled the land 
graduafly throughout the Bronze Age, making seasonal use of Palestine’s grazing lends. Some may have 
been counted among the dtoaffected Habiru known from the Anemacorrespondence. Some may have 
been escaped slaves from Egypt or mi grating Asm earns who settled the land. Some may have entered 
Palestine along wth the SeaPeoples, or have been thrust into the hicountryasaresut of the disturbence 
and pressure created by the SeaPeoples. Again, there is probabtyno single explanationto be givenforthe 
origins of Israel and Judah; there are many explanations'p.78-79.
8 Hareuveni, ,„BiMod Heritage, P-49.
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The result of this calendar is that the major Islamic festival of Ramadan wanders 

backwards throughout the seasons. Each year it falls eleven days earlier than the year 

before; sometimes it falls during the winter and in other years during the summer. "This 

system is unacceptable for the Jewish calendar because the Torah says the holidays 

must fall in the proper seasons."14

are...determined by their character and quality... one 
reckons with periods but in that one sees the experiences 
gather round a special feature which pervades the whole, 
an important event or a prominant man.11

10 Hareuveni, ...BMod Heritage, p.49-50.
11 Pederson, p.490.
n Alderson presents the development of the f esthete aide bit differently. He asserts,'These three 
pl grimage feasts, adopted from the old Canaarite calendar, were the feasts of Unleavened Bread, o< Weeks 
and of Tabernacles. In the course of time these agricultural feasts were htetoridzed-reinterpreted In terms of 
Israel's sacred history.* p.558.
13 Bushvfck, p.49.
14 BushUck, p.49.

v Aviv was defined, not by a specific date but by an event, by the occurrence of the 

ripening of grain in the ancient Israel. It is a time that can be anticipated but a specific 

date cannot be predicted for this event. Agiculture in the Biblical period was an 

imperfect science and the time of ripening and harvest depended on the amounts of rain 

and sun that had been present throughout the various seasons.

The festival observances were originally tied to a variety of factors, the weather, 

and the state of the crops and the herd, rather than a specific date.12 The necessity of 

keeping a festival observance in Aviv forced thelsraelite calendar to develop differently 

than other calendars. The calendar developed by the Moslems is not tied to the 

agicultural events of a specific time and place.

[In the Moslem calendar] the months are 29 or 30 days, 
and each begins with the new moon, but they have no 
connection with the seasons...So not only do the months 
not correspond with seasons, a period of time measured in 
years on the Moslem calendar does not correspond with 
the same period of time measured by years of the sun.13



Moon and Month
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As has already been discussed, the name of an object or event is often times an 

indication of its meaning and significance in the lives of human beings. For the ancient 

Israelites the word HT meant both “month” and “moon". This is an incication of the

The Hebrew calendar has become intertwined with the ancient agricultural 

practices of the land of Israel. Today, we still determine the times of our festivals based 

on the season of Aviv, the ripening of the grain as it occurred thousands of years ago.

In order to avoid this problem of the festivals moving backward through the 

seasons, the Israelites developed a calendar system that periodically adds an additional 

month to keep the lunar months in balance with the solar year. This was imperative not 

only for practical reasons but also for agicultural, theological, and historical reasons.

In the absence of this method of adding a leap month” the 
commemoration of the exodus from Egypt-a most crucial 
event in the history of Israel-would have “wandered" 
throughout all the seasons of nature. The holiday would 
then have retained only historic importance: its agicultural 
significance would have eroded. On the other hand, 
ajicultural ritual might have developed, centered around 
the month of Aviv, dissociated from this momentous event 
in the history of the people. This might have strengthened 
the natural inclination to separate sources of supernatural 
power and “serving two alters” might well have become 
permanent.15

connection that the lunar cycle had on this measurement of time.

The rule of sun and moon consists in their governing time. 
It does not mean that they are used to measure distances 
in time. For the Israelite time is not merely a form or a 
frame. Time is charged with substance or, rather, it is 
identical with its substance; time is the development of the 
very events...the character of the time is always determined 
by that which happens.1®

15 Hareweni, Heritage, p.50.
10 Pederson, p 487. For Bibicai proof-texts of this Ideasee Isaiah 13:10, Joel 3:3,4:15, An os 8:9, Micah 
3:6, Job 3:5.



The ancient Israelites measured the “month” in accordance with the life of the

12

means “to journey or to travel”, and, in the case of the moon, it refers to the progress the 

moon makes across the night sky. This word can also refer, not only to the moon as an 

object in the sky, but to the period we call a month.20

The Israelites had another word which was also used to designate a month. The 

Hebrew word tHFl originally referred to “the shining glittering new moon and later came 

to designate the festival of the new moon day, as well as the whole month."21 Two 

additional terms were also used in conjunction with the moon and the month. The older 

term, which was used biblically but not later in the Mishna or the Babylonian Talmud, 

was «nri?! np 22 The more widely used term is SHH EbH meaning the beginning or 

the first day of the month.23

moon (lunation). The period of time was drectly measured and known by the event that 

took place-the cycle of the moon. When the moon was first seen as a small crescent in 

the sky at sunset, the new month began and it continued until the moon was seen again 

at the same stage about twenty-nine days later. This phenomenon of the same word 

meaning moon and month is common in many Semitic languages. According to 

Abraham Savasord in Sefer Haibbur, lust as in many languages, so also in Hebrew the 

same word denotes the moon and the month."17 The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary 

defines ITT as arhu meaning moon, new moon, or month.10

The usual Hebrew term fa moon is HT1.19 It is related to the verb flTbi which

17 Gan dz( 1949), p.259.
18 Chicago Assyrian Dictionary p.249.
19 An alternative poetic name f ortho moon is?!
20 The complexmeaning of the word hT is apparent in the te)d of DoiM.21:13 in which wed toreferto
aful cycle ofthemoon,amonth. And in Job 29:2 in which hewshesto be Bee the moon that has past, he 
\rf3hes to be restored to the way he was in months gone by.
21 Gandz( 1949), p.260.
22 See Ezra46:1,6,1 Samuel 20:34 and Exodus 40:2 for examples of this expression
23 Sea Numbers 10:10 and 28:11 for ejampies of this wage.
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absorbed pert of this culture into their own. In time, “worship of the moon was forbidden 

in the religion of Yahweh,25 but this prohibition was a late innovation-as late as the 

literary redaction of the code in which it is now embodied."25

It is for this reason that VTH IPN1 and not VTIIh UT> came to be the preferred 

name. “Day of the New Moon" was “offensive as a pagan survival, it reminded one of 

the worship of a heavenly body, of a day dedicated to the new moon."27 For the ancient 

Israelites the moon was not something to worshipped. It was something to be praised 

among the creations of God, and it was something to be praised because it provided a 

natural, God-given, means of measuring time. It is for these theological and religious 

reasons, the terminology surrounding the month developed in the way that it did. 

Furthermore it should be dear there is an intimate connection between the natural cydes 

of the moon and the measurement of time we now call a month. This natural 29-30 day 

cyde was observable and came to influence the lifestyles and institutions of the ancient 

Israelites.

The Hebrew calendar maintained the centrality of the moon, while other 

calendars abandoned this basic and naturally observable event. The Roman calendar 

changed the definition of “month" from a period of time, measured on a full cyde of the 

moon, in order to create an accurate calendar.

It is not surprising that the Israelites developed this connection between the 

month and the moon. Whereas Ancient Egyptian culture focused for a long time on the 

centrality of the sun, “worship of the moon figured prominently in the early pagan cults of 

Canaan...where it (the moon] was considered a male deity...and sacrifices were made to 

it on the day of the new moon..."24 The centrality of the moon in religious practice and in 

sodetal structures was well established in Canaan. It is natural that the Israelites

24 Gast er, p.436.
25 Deuteronomy 4:19,17:13.
25 Gast er, p.436.
27 Gendz(1949L p.260.
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The experience of the Israelites in Egypt, the importance of the season of Aviv, 

and the centrality of the moon are all factors that significantly influence the development 

of the Hebrew calendar during the Biblical period, from the time the Israelites enter 

Canaan until the time when the calendar is definitely determined in the first century CE.

The major problem with a strictly lunar calendar is that the lunar year is about 11 

days shorter than the solar year. If the Israelites had adopted a strictly lunar or a strictly 

solar calendar, their festival observances would have roamed throughout the seasons of 

the year. This was directly in conflict with the Biblical injunction to celebrate the Exodus 

from Egypt at the new moon of Aviv.

The linking by means of the leap month of the historical 
event of the exodus from Egypt with the ajicultural month 
of Aviv is rooted in the inculcation of the monotheistic belief 
that the success of the crops is dependent on the same 
God Who brought the people out of Egypt...2®

Adjustments had to be made to the lunar cycle in order to maintain the festivals at 

the appropriate seasons and to preserve the centrality of one God in the lives of the 

people. The moon was one of the most elementary ways of measuring time and it 

became the major element in the calendar development of the Israelites.

The lunar cyde...does not tax too severely the memory or 
the mathematical ability of primitive man. The waxing and 
waning of the moon are constant; and the phasis in each 
month is always preceded by a few nights in which no 
moon is visible...30

They give up the original meaning of month as the period 
of the moon and instead divide the year into twelve 
approximately equal periods and called them months. In 
our calendar however, we can not do that because God 
commanded us to start each month with the appearance of 
the new moon..2®

2« Bushwck, p.49.
29 Hsreuveni, p.50.
30 Segd, p.253.
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HEBREW CALENDARS OF THE BIBLICAL PERIOD 

Introduction

To this day, Jews have maintained lunar months and continued to centralize and 

celebrate the new moon as a naturally occurring means of measuring a month.

The Israelites during the Biblical period were an agriculturally centered people.31 

They were primarily involved in planting and harvesting crops.32 They lived in semi

permanent cEvellings and were vulnerable to the natural elements, heat, cold, rain, hail, 

frost and blight. The Israelites created for themselves shelters from the elements, but 

basically, they lived in nature. An Israelite would rise with the sun and sleep when it 

became dark. He would notice the path of the sun in the sky. She would keep track of 

the shapes of the moon. Chilcfren would recognize the repeated pictures and patterns of 

the stars. The Israelites were very connected not only to the patterns of the sky but also 

to the patterns of the land. The olive and jape harvests would conclude, and the 

Israelites would wait for rain in order to plant new fields and then wait again for the wheat- 

and then thebariey to ripen for harvest. And then the pattern would repeat itself, in cyde 

after cyde, and the Israelites lived in harmony with these natural cydes of the earth.

These natiral cydes of the sky and the earth came to dictate the economic, 

religious and social lives of the Israelites and were expressed in the calendars.33 The

31 MierandHayes uphold, *The topography and drnate of Palestine predbposedtheareatoane^rerian- 
past oral \«age economy and if estye.. Agrarian and pastoral Interests were pursued more in harmony than h 
competition, although one notices occasional elusion in ancient Middle Eastern Berature to erances 
between the If e-styes of the cityfarmer and the It e-stye of the tent-dwelng shepherd.' p.50-51.
32 AxordingtoReifenber^herapidgroMhofnumeroussettlementsshoMthaithelsraeiteconquerors 
were not true nomads but had long been aquainted Mt h agricuturai if e.'p.M.
33 Mi er and Hayes explain "Perhaps the most important point to be made is that the rhythm and routine of 
if e in preindustrial Palestine ms thoroughly immersed in the cimafc and agricuftural patterns of the land. 
Fd plowing end 3oMng, Mnt er pruning, spring harvesting, early summer threshing, and late summer
gathering set the dominant agricuturai chores. Pastoral putsufts were carried out in the contend of this same 
larger rhythm of He. During the reinymonths, when crops were groMng, the‘MMemew'areas provided 
pasture; In the summer, the freshly harvested lands could be grazed and the crop residue after toresg 
usedasfodder'p.52.
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Stage I: The Canaanite Calendar

Stage I begins when the Israelites enter Canaan from Egypt between the years 

1275-1250 BCE. The calender of the indigenous people resembled that which they had

Hebrew calendar was in an ongoing state of change during the Biblical period, 

stabilizing only in the first century CE. As the Israelites developed as a nation, the 

calendar evolved to reflect political situations and to accommodate outside influences. 

Within all of the evolution two factors remained constant, the role of the lunar month and 

the need to celebrate a festival in Aviv. This sensitivity to the natural cycles of the world 

makes the Hebrew calendar unique. Despite all of the changes the Hebrew calendar 

has gone through in the Biblical and subsequent time periods, these two factors have 

remained central and thereby essential to the Hebrew Calendar.

Having surveyed much of the literature about the Hebrew Calendar in the Biblical 

period, I propose there were three major stages of development which took place during 

this period. My theory combines elements of theories developed by Morganstem,34 

Konig,35 and Segal38. Stage I dates from the time of the Exodus (1275-1250 BCE). 

Stage II begins with the period of the Monarchy (1000 BCE). Stage III is post-Exilic 

(after 538 BCE up until the 1st century CE). These calendars all share in common two 

important elements: all involve some sort of reckoning of the month in accordance with 

the moon; and all recognize the need to insure a festival in Aviv. In a very broad context 

all three calendars are based on natural occurrences and human observation of those 

events. This stands in sharp contrast with calendar reckoning in our own day which is 

based on scientific calculation rather than sensitivity to the natural world and its cycles.

34 Morganstem also argues In favor of a three stage development of the He brew Calendar but our dating 
differs as does our analysis of the content of the calenders.
35 Konig upholds atwo stage development. Calendar! was in use up untithe year 600 BCE when it was 
replaced byCaiendar I. See Morganstemf 1935) f ormore detais of this argunent.
38 Segal also outlines three stages of calendar development based on asotarreckonkig. Phase I is up until 
theMonarchy Phase I is until the return from Erie and Phase! is post-Eriic. While he and I agree n time 
periods we do not agree in content. See Segaiformore detais of his theory.
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just left behind, the solar calendar of Egypt. The Israelites struggled to build their own 

identity and to express it through their calendar, but they found it was easiest to adopt 

and then adapt the system of the Canaanites. This strictly solar calendar had to be 

transformed to include 1) measuring months in accordance with moon and 2) 

maintaining the centrality of the month of Aviv. This earliest calendar was,

borrowed completely and seemingly with little or no 
modffication by the Israelites as an integral part of the 
Canaanite agricultural civilization which they 
assimilated...[this calendar was] cognizant of fixed 
moments in the solar year, the equinoxes and the 
solstices...It took cognizance likewise of the variable state 
of the crop in different parts of the country...it may have 
been largely local rather than national in character.37

37 Morgenstern (1935), p.5.
38 Finegan, p.36-37.
39 Jeremiah 33:20.
40 Pederson, p.489.

While the moon was the object used to reckon the length of a month, the sun also 

played a central role in determining the calendar of the Israelites. It dstinguished 

between day and night and was also visible testimony to the year.

It is the nature of the sun to follow a certain course, so that 
it comes and goes regularly; this is its contribution to the 
totality of the universe, hence its covenant with GocP9. A 
“day” is all that happens in connection with the sun. There 
are things which can be done in connection with the sun, 
and there are things which can only be done at night...40

The Canaanite calendar was oriented primarily toward the sun,

...the rising of the sun began the day; the equinoxes were 
the turning points of the year. If this was the case, then, in 
the lack of other evidence, the guess may be hazarded that 
the months were not tied dosely to the phases of the moon 
but were units of the solar year probably thirty days in 
length, as in the “schematic* calendars of Egypt and 
Mesopotamia, and that the resultant shortage was simply 
made up by the insertion of additional days at the end of 
the year.38
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*11 Kings 8:2.
« Woods, p. 109.
«I Kings 6:38.
44 Exodus 13*, 23:15,34:18, Deut. 16:1.
45 Woods, p. 109.
401 Kings 6:1,37.
47 Woods, p. 109.

Evidence of this early Canaanite calender as it was adapted by Israelites is 

evident today within the Biblical text. The month names which survive in the Biblical text 

reflect the centrality of the sun in determining the Stage I calendar of the Israelites 

because they are the months which represent the spring and fall equinoxes.

Four Canaanite month names are known to us from the Hebrew Bible. Ethanim 

41 is “the month of steady flowings” i.e. the month in which only perennial streams 

contain water. This month corresponds to September/October in todays calendar 

reckoning.42 Bu/4^ is the rain month and considered to correspond to 

October/November of our calendar cycle. >4 wk44 refers to the “fresh ear of jain” and 

“was derived no doubt from the fact that this was the beginning of the harvest."45 Aviv 

occurs during March/April according to our reckoning of the calendar today. Ziv* is the 

month of splendor, "with reference, Gesenius supposes, to the beauty of the flowers, but 

it might be to the general beauty of Nature at this season, before vegetation has suffered 

from the summer drought."47 The names of these months indicate that not only was the 

Canaanite year organized around the sun but it was also dictated by the agricultural 

events of the region. Additional names of Canaanite months have been found in 

Phoenician inscriptions and were with all probability also used by the ancient Israelites 

in Canaan although there is no direct evidence of their use.4®

The Stage I calendar of the Israelites was guided by the sun and by agricultural 

and natural occurrences.

Climatic and agricultural factors doubtless called attention 
to the cycle of time that is the year.Jn Palestine the dimate 
was mated by the ‘early rain” or “autumn rain” which 
came in October/November and the later rain” or “spring
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Events such as the harvest, the new crops, and the advent of rain were 

occasions for festivity. These events came to be representative of seasons and time 

periods which formed the basic structure of an agriculturally based seasonal calendar. 

Because the lives of the Israelites were so dependant and intimately tied to the fruit, 

wheat and barley of the fields, it is natural that they came to measure time based on 

these occurrences. Just as many people in a capitalist society today measure time from 

tax season to tax season so too did the ancient Israelites in their agricultural society 

measure time from harvest to harvest. The calendar was determined by the readily 

observable events in which the community was drectly involved agiculturally.

Calendar reckoning was not considered to be dependant 
upon abstract calculations. The calendar was subject to 
events which could be drectly perceived... The framework 
of the calendar was provided by agicultural seasons 
which gave rise to festivals connected with the main 
features in the annual cycle of the farmer’s life.50

rain” which came in March/April (Deut. 11:14, Jer. 5:24) as 
well as by the recurrence of summer and winter (Zee.
14:8)...And the agricultural seasons likewise returned 
regularly with the ripening of the olives in the fall...and the 
shooting into ear of the barley in the spring.4®

45 Woods, p. 109.
48 Rnegan, p.18.
50 T aim on, Kinfl, Ci* end Calender.^ p. 120.

Within the land of Canaan there was difficulty in reckoning the calendar in 

accordance with the commencement or conclusion of a particular crop. The region’s 

variety of temperate zones, hills, valleys, mountains, and desert provide numerous 

concftions fa agicultural g-owth. It is unlikely that grains growing in the north would 

ripen at the same time as grains g-owing in the south.

...In the pre-monarchic era agricultural festivals were not 
celebrated at one and the same time in all parts of 
Palestine...Harvest ceremonies may have been spread 
ova a certain period of the yea... partial synchronization 
was achieved already during the first stages of settlement
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81 T aim on, King, Cui end Calendar..^ P-121.
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Stage II

As the Israelite community became more organized and structured under the 

influence of a monarchy, the calendar continued to evolve and became a tool of political 

manipulation. STAGE II in the development of the Hebrew Calendar took place from 

about 1000 to 586 BCE. This stage is characterized not so much by the innovations or 

changes made to the calendar but rather by the way the calendar was used by the 

different ruling powers. As a powerful political tool, the calendar, during this period, 

became more regulated and took on a form similar to the form we recognize today. It is 

significant that the connections to agicultural life were maintained and even 

strengthened, as was the role of the moon, in reckoning the month. The monarchs may 

have used the calendar to manipulate the people, but it was also used to unify them in 

their festival observances.

During the time of Solomon, Jerusalem was the unifying element in the social 

structure of the Hebrew nation. Everyone needed to celebrate the festivals at the same 

time, and everyone needed to pay taxes at the appropriate season. Thus the need for a

It is difficult to know what the Hebrew calendar was like at this early period in 

Biblical history. The Israelites used the Canaanite months. The sun played a central 

role in determining seasonal divisions, and agriculture was the dominant factor in 

determining the passage of time. The variety of temperate zones within Canaan and the 

lack of unity among the people indicates that festivals were celebrated locally within a 

certain span of time but were not centrally and uniformly observed during this early 

stage. It is clear however that the the moon and the season of Aviv continued to be 

central factors in the determination of the Hebrew calendar.

of the Israelites in Canaan [in communities with similar 
climatic conditions]...5!
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52 T aim on, Kino, Cut and Calendar..,, p. 122.
53 Albright, 'The Gazer Calendar-, p. 18.

The Gezer calendar was discovered by R.A.S. McAlister in 1908 at Gezer, an 

area northwest of Jerusalem. Historians conclude that Gezer was a city fortified by 

Solomon which survived only a short time during the 9th century BCE. It was replaced 

by Gibbethon as the major fortress of the region, and was destroyed in 918 BCE by 

Shishak on his way to destroy Meggido. Apparently, the town was leveled to the yound, 

and therefore there are no indications of a conflagration.53

The Gezer Calender was probably written during this brief period of Israelite 

occupancy between 950 and 918 BCE. It is a Hebrew inscription of seven lines, 

engraved into soft limestone. Based on the ancient Hebrew script used, the Gezer 

calendar is dated to the 10th century BCE making it one of the oldest written documents

The Gezer Calendar is the earliest evidence we have of this sort of unifying 

calendar. It is for this as well as other reasons that this inscription is so valuable to 

understanding the Hebrew Calendar in the Biblical period.

more fixed calendar arose. Because the unifying institution already existed in the form of 

the monarchy, the calendar was a natural extension of unification during this period. To 

control the calendar was to control the festivals and the taxes, and thus it became a 

powerful and often manipulated tool by various powers during the years between 1000 

and 586 BCE.

...but a full scale synchronization, affecting all Israel and 
going counter, in a sense, to climatic conditions and 
agricultural requirements, could have been established 
only by centralizing forces as were inaugurated by David 
and Solomon. The harvest feast, as other ceremonies, 
was then divorced from its direct and immediate relation to 
the family and to rural norms and became a more or less 
royal undertaking...52
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While this may have been originally a childhood rhyme, it may well have served 

an important role and been widely known in Israelite society. We will never know the 

exact purpose of this inscription, but we can derive a yeat deal of valuable information

of agricultural life during the Biblical period. “It may be regarded, on linguistic and 

palaeoyaphic grounds, as the most ancient inscription on Early Hebrew writing, as old 

as the age of Saul or David.”5*

There are a variety of theories regarding the nature and purpose of this 

inscription. Some scholars consider this to be an exercise in writing, believing that the 

repetition of letters and the indications of erasure marks are evidence that this was the 

elementary work of someone learning to write.55 There are those who hold that this 

inscription records a popular folk song of the period.95 And, there are those who believe 

that this stone was a table indicating the taxes which were to be collected at each 

season by the ruling power57

Albright comments that the Gezer Calendar is in the form of a mnemonic, by 

remembering the events, of 3 double months, then 3 single events, then a double, and 

then a single, the agricultural seasons could easily and readily be remembered.

For a crown peasant, to whom the succession of 
ayicultural activities was as familiar as the use of his 
senses such rhythmic enumeration would have no 
importance; to a child who had not yet learned the 
immutable sequence of activities it would be just as useful 
as our familiar “thirty days hath September...".55

Mauch ein e, p.201.
55 Mauch ein e p.201. Fora discussion of‘the oldest and most complete inearalphabet of 22 letters,'see 
Aaron Demsky'A ProtoCwwaite Abecedary Dating from the Period of the Judges and to Im plications for 
the Hetory of the/MphabetT^Aitt 1977 (VolJ¥),pp. 14-27.
55 Honeynwi upholds that this tablet is one half of an antiphonal recitation of the names of the months and 
the seasons or occupations that are associated wth them. The Gezerpupi who coddrecte his tally of 
month names and at the same time give them their places in the year bywiting out the diration end 
characteristics of the correspondng agrici*urei phases would produce |ust such a stat am ent of calendrical 
lore.'p.58.
57 Tainon, King. Cult and Calendar,., P-90.
55 Albright, The Gezer Calendar', p.25.
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In addition to this emmendation of the text, Albright goes on to construct a 

detailed scenario of events that must have occurred to render his reading of the 

inscription valid.01 He goes on to bring two Biblical proof-texts which support his 

translation of feasting/rejoicing82. These texts support the occurrence of a time of

Albright reads the final word of line five as whereas Gibson and other 

scholars read this final word of line five as ^31 Albright argues,

from it regardng the role of the calendar in the life of the people living in Gezer during 

the years surrounding 925 BCE.

Albright translates the text as follows:

Previous students have all read 3 before ’J but this reading 
is achieved by disregarding part of the complex of incised 
lines, by assuming a form of 3 without good parallel in any 
period and otherwise unknown in the 10th and 9th 
centuries, and by putting the 3 unusually high on the line. I 
assume that the upper three strokes were already found on 
the surface being remains of previous incisions, intentional 
or accidental, and that heir presence caused the scribe to 
write his letter just below. The two lower strokes for a i 
perfect for that age, only a little low in the line. There is no 
third possibility.®0

His two months are (olive) harvest,
His two months are planting (jain), 

His two months are late planting;
His month is hoeing up of flax,

His month is harvest of barley,
His month is harvest and feasting',

His two months are vine-tending
His month is summer fruit.5®

59 >Mbright, The Gezer Calendar*, p.22-23. See Appendfcfor drawing end photograph of this tablet.
®° XWbright, The Gezer Calendar*, p.23.
®1 /Mbrtght presides this rationefeeiion in Note 38a on page 23 .*Forinstance, the boy, who was presumably 
writing from (fetation may have heard waki (for wHtaki) Instead of vagi and may have wrtten an archaic kaph 
(without astern). Then he may have noticed he error and have incised a gimel drectty below his kaph, 
f ol owing I byalemed (correctly eigned with the characters before kap hl gim el, though too lovf or one and 
too high forthe other).* 
02 Deut. 16:9-12 end Isaiah 9:2.
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^3 - [kel] base KYL. [It appears] only once in the Bible 
(Isaiah 40:12)63 but it occurs in another inscription, 
Yavneh-yam 5, also in a farming context. The activity 
would take place on the threshing floor and perhaps 
involved the payment in kind of debts and taxes...64

rejoicing in conjunction with the harvest but are too general and do not add significantly 

to the understanding of the calendar as a reflection of sericulturally based seasons.

Gibson reads the inscription differently than Albright and his argument is more 

straightforward and perhaps more convincing. He adds yet another detail to the 

agricultural cycles as experienced by the ancient Israelites. Gibson reads the final word 

in line five as ^31 and translates it as “measuring”. He argues,

«3 Radak confirms this readrig of ^5 from to«ah 40:12. HeeffimsthrtitBSimiartothevordI nnb which 
dso means 'measure'. Radek explains that it ref era to the measuring of sheaves of grain and to found to 
have this meaning as wel in the Targum.
64 Gibson, p.3.
es According to Csssuto, Ginsberg reads the tert in yet another way. Ginsberg read, “yerah qasorvAhaie' 
meaning month of harvesting and finishing, p.215.

Gibson does not dsregard or attempt to explain away incisions on the stone as 

Albright did by means of a detailed scenario. His Biblical citation is singular, but it is 

drectly relevant and helps to support the flow of agricultural events which appear to 

govern the calendar. 65

The people living in Gezer were aware and most likely used the Canaanite 

names for months, but this text indicates they were also sensitive to the natural seasons. 

As an ayiculturally based community, their lives were dependant on the produce of their 

fields, and thus they were intimately tied to the earth. This connection with the crops and 

the fields was so primal to them that they would refer to the times of the year in 

accordance to the agricultural cycles.

The peasant population were accustomed to use, 
alongside the usual official names of the months, also 
designations that were based on agricultural tasks...and as 
a farmer who was proud of his ability to write, the author of
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The Gezer Calendar indicates eight ayicultural seasons, which are perpetuated 

in our Biblical text. Talmon argues that these seasons can be youped during the 

Biblical period into four broader seasonal divisions. He brings three proof texts from the 

Bible to argue his case.

The chart in the Appendix indicates the correspondence between the months of 

the Gezer Calendar, the Canaanite months, the Hebrew Months, and the Roman months 

(our months today), also included are Biblical references to support the various 

agricultural events.

These agricultural seasons, which are incficated within the Gezer Calendar, are 

also present in the Biblical text. The passages cited indicate the centrality of the 

agricultural seasons, and the natural flow that existed between them. As in the Gezer 

Calendar, no specific months are mentioned in these Biblical passages, yet they serve 

as evidence that the people of the Biblical period were familiar with this sequence of time 

and events. While they had use of specific Canaanite month names, the standard and 

most widely used measurement of time was based on seasonal agricultural occurrences. 

Talmon concludes,

...These di maxes such as sowing and harvesting, can not 
be objectively determined, as can the rotation of the sun or 
the moon. Their appropriate time will differ from year to 
year and from region to region...The agricultural calendar 
was therefore not concurrent with the astronomical division 
of the year into twelve, more or less equal, stretches of 
time. It was governed by considerations of ayicultural 
seasons which lent themselves to a division into eight 
periods as we may learn from the Gezer Calendar.67

the tablet enyaved such names in order to make use of his 
skill and to demonstrate his talents...66

66 Caasuto p.219. Caasuto (isputestNs conclusion made byMcAWer. Caasuto pointe out that tf the 
names on the tablet were In use among the farmers of Judah, they woild have been reflected in those 
Biblical passages where suitable opportunity occurred to mention them. I beieve that the names are found 
In the Bi bicai text as is noted In the chart found in the Appendbc
67 Ttfrnon, King. Cult and Calendar.-, p.120.
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1) I Kings 5:27-28. Solomon’s system of taxation involved 30,000 men, divided 

into shifts of 10,000, serving the army in Lebanon for a period of four months each year. 

Men served one month in Lebanon and then had two months at home. The men worked 

for one month each season, so that they could also tend to the seasonal requirements of 

their farms at home.88

88 Tahnnn kino. Cut andCalendar.-D.101. See chart on page 102 ofTalmon'svofkfordetaitoofthis 
division.
89 Tafcnon, Kino, Cut and Calendar.- p. 101.
70 Tafrnon, King, Cut and Cal an dar.... p. 103-104.
71 North, p.447.

2) Judges 11:40. Following the death of Jephta’s dau^iter it became the custom 

of the maidens in Israel to practice certain mourning rites for four day each year. This 

chanting of drges can be understood to have taken place for one day during each 

quarter of the year. 89

3) Amos 7:1-8:1. “In the cluster of four oracles, each of which is introduced by 

'JN'in M3 (7:1,4,7; 8:1) the individual prophetic utterances obviously are arranged in 

accordance with the progress of the ajicultural seasons to which the prophet 

alludes..."70 The visions begin with the season of late gowth (fall), immediately after the 

first harvest, and extends into the rainy season (winter). The second vision focuses on 

the nearly ripened barley (spring) and the threat of fire during this season. The final 

vision is of summer fruits, of ripened figs which typify this final season of the agicultural 

year (summer).

In contrast to Talmon, North argues that the ancient Biblical community focused 

on a three season year, with each season comprising four months. He believes, 

that for the farmer, the year falls natirally into three parts, 
seedtime, threshing time and vintage (Ley. 26:5 and Am.
9:13). Generally speaking seedtime begins in December, 
Threshing-time in April and vintage in August, so the 
agricultural year actually comprises three season, each of 
which last approximately four months.71
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Whether the ancient Israelites ascribed to an eight, four or three season calendar 

is still open to dispute. What is dear is that the ancient Israelites ascribed to a calendar 

that was defined by the ajicultural occurrences of their society. The Israelite calendar,

He builds his argument on the Biblical text of Judges 19:2. He argues 

grammatically that the word Cfe1’ is used in many places throughout the bible to indicate 

“season" and that based on this text from Judges, a season is a four month period. In 

keeping with this line of understanding, North translates Genesis 1:14 in the following 

manner, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate day from night, they 

shall serve as signs both for festivals and for seasons and for years.”72

While there is Biblical proof for North’s three season theory of agricultural life in 

the Biblical period, he overlooks what may be the most compelling evidence for the three 

season rather than four season agricultural system. The Israelites developed a practice 

of harvest oriented festivals which took place three times during the year. The holidays 

of Sukkot (the fall harvest of olives, grapes and dates), Pesach (the spring harvest of 

wheat) and Shavuot (the early summer barley harvest) have ancient origins and could 

very well reflect this three stage natural agricultural cycle. It is interesting to note that this 

three season theory also reflects the earliest stage of the ancient Egyptian calendar.

An eight season calendar is supported by Yeivin in accordance with his 

reconstruction of the zodiac mosaic at Bet Alfa. Based on the division of the year into 

eight agricultural periods,

he conjectures that there existed in the Land of Israel a 
tradfaon that divided the agricultural year in this form...a 
tradition that endured for centuries and was reflected in 
these two monuments, separated from each other by an 
interval of more than a thousand years...73

72 Contrast this tfh NJPS transWi on of Gen. 1:14/.. Jheyshal serve assigns forthe set Bmee-the detys 
end the years..'.
73 Cassuto p.222. Cassuto rejects tNs theory as betna too hypothetical end based on con|edire, bt< I 
think it may have some merit in perpet Mating the centiwy of agncut ire in the development a the cat an tier.
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While the reigns of David and Solomon were unifying experiences for the

Israelites, the cfivision of the kingdom in 922 BCE was an event that was just the 

opposite. Within this divisive split, the calendar became a tool of manipulation and 

power for the various monarchs.

Jeroboam I enacted certain calendar reforms74 which were influential in 

determining the separation of the North and the South on religious and social matters.

The Old Testament evidently attributes to Jeroboam 
manipulation of the calendar. In order to upset 
synchronization of cultic and therefore public life in 
Ephraim and Judah he did not even stop short of the 
deferment of the Feast of Tabernacles by one whole 
month...75

74 These reforms are recorded in I Kings 12.
75 Tafmon, King, Cuft and Calendar..,, p. 119.

as evidenced in the Gezer Calendar, and later through Biblical texts, reflects the intimate 

relationship that the people had with the land in which they lived. They measured their 

basic units of time, seasons and months, not on abstract numbers and calculations but 

on the reality of the natural environment in which they lived.

While his motivs were political, it appears that the people may have welcomed 

this change and readily accepted it. Because of the climatic differences in the Northern 

and Southern regions, the festivals of the Israelites during the time of David and 

Solomon did not always correspond to what was happening in their fields.

In fact, in the heartland of the Kingdom of Israel, in the 
mountains of Ephraim, fruit ripens later than in most 
regions in the Kingdom of Judah. King Yerovam took 
advantage of this when he ordered the Festival of the 
Ingathering, Sukkot, to be celebrated in the dty of Beth-EI 
in the Kingdom of Israel, not on the date commanded in the 
Bible (the fifteenth day of the seventh month) but on the
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But at the same time, this change was divisive fa the Israelites as a whole 

people. Those in the North found themselves celebrating the festivals in accadance 

with Jeroboam’s new calendar a full month lata than the same festivals were celebrated

The changes made by Jaoboam fa the Ephraimites meant that once again their 

agricultural festivals fell at the time which corresponded with their harvests.

Without giving regard to the political machinations 
involved, though not unaware of them, the Ephraimite 
peasant acclaimed the change which brought the cultic 
festivals again into focus with the agricultural seasons.77

fifteenth day of the eighth month, in the month he had 
devised of his own heart...76

in the Southern Kingdom. Jaoboam‘s changes in the date of the Feast of Tabanades 

from the seventh month to the eighth month, and the acceptance of such a change on 

behalf of the people, indicates the central nature of agriculture and the natural world in 

detamining the calendar.

Until the fall of the Northern Kingdom in 722 BCE, the North and the South 

upheld independent cultic calendars. During the reign of Hezekiah (715-687 BCE), the 

two territories wae reunited and an agreement had to be reached with the Ephraimites 

indudng them to accept Jerusalem as the religious centa and as the capital of the 

nation. As part of this recondliation between the North and the South it was essential to 

restae the synchronization of the calendar reckoning in ada to coadinate the march of 

events in the lives of the two populations.

Accading to the Biblical narrative,76 Hezekiah requests that the Ephraimites 

come to Jerusalem fa Passova one month eariia than they wae accustomed to 

celebrating it, since Jaoboam had decreed it to be celebrated in the 8th ratha than the 

month. The Eptraimites, of course, refused to come to Jerusalem at this time

76 Hareuveni, p.68.
77 Tt^rn on. Kin a. Cut and Calendar,.,, p.122.
76 Chronidea 30:1 ff.
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When King Josiah came to power (640-609 BCE), the supremacy of Jerusalem 

was no longer contested between the Northern and Southern populations. He was able 

to impose the Judean calendar on the remnants of the Ephraimite people. This was a 

unique and significant event.

The novelty here referred to is the reenforcement of a 
calendar common to Judah and to Ephraim and the 
reestablishment of Jerusalem as the national center of 
worship-two features which had never coincided during 
the period of the divided kingdom.80

because they considered it too early according to their official calendar and according to 

their crops. Hezekiah felt it was imperative that Jerusalem be reestablished as the 

center of the kingdom. In order to accommodate the Ephraimites, he deferred the festival 

to be in accordance with the Northern kingdom and everyone came at this later date to 

celebrate the harvest in Jerusalem.79

Josiah felt that he had to make amends for Jeroboam's wrongs and reunite the 

people with Jerusalem and a common calendar. He wanted to return to the past and 

pick up the unified place where Solomon had left off years earlier. He succeeded in 

doing this, and, according to the Biblical tradition, the festival celebrations that took place 

during his rule were yeat beyond compare and involved all the people of his kingdom.81

In the midst of all of this political unrest and calendar manipulation, one idea 

clearly emerges. To control the calendar is to dictate the political, religious, social and 

economic lives of the people. During Stage II because the Israelites were an 

agriculturally based people it was vital to them that their calendar correspond with the 

events of nature which were taking place in their fields. Thus, despite all of the political

79 Taimon goes onto point out, “At the time of Hezekiah's Passover, the Northern calendar prevaied over

their own system of time-reckoning' page 127, KiOfl. Cut end
80 Taimon, King, Cult and Cdendar,... P-126.
811 Kings 23:22-23 end I Chronicles 35:17-19.
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I

Calendar reckoning in these early times, when it was based on the cycles of the 

sun and the moon, took a long time to determine.64 Careful records of observations had 

to be kept for many generations in order to determine the actual patterns of the heavens. 

During Stage I (747-634 BCE) there was no predictable pattern of intercalation within the

and changes made by the various monarchs, agicultiral and natural cycles played the 

dominant role in determining the Hebrew calendar during Stage II of the Biblical period.

The Babylonian Calendars

While the calendar of Israel during this period of time (1000-586 BCE), was 

constantly being manipulated by monarchs for political purposes, the luni-solar calender 

was undergoing significant developments in Babylonia. While the Israelites at this time 

did not adopt this calendar in all of its details until later, the Babylonian calendar yeatly 

influenced the Israelite calendar as it was taking shape diring this time period.

The Babylonian Calendar underwent three stages of development according to

Wacholder and Weisberg.82 They explain,

...we find it difficult to believe that the discovery of the 
equivalence of 235 lunar months with 19 solar years and 
its implementation into the calendar were a sudden 
development. It is probable that centuries of 
experimentation led to this remarkable discovery and that 
more time passed before Babylonian astronomers felt 
confident enough to convince the king that a permanent 
calendar was practicable...83

82 Wacholderand Weisberg, p.68.
83 Wacholderand Weisberg, p.68.
84 Neugebauer, Exact Sciences in Mtiquity, explains, *The fundamental problem of the Babylonian lunar 
theory is determined by the calendar. So fares we knov, the Babylonian calendar was at ai periods truly 
lunar, that is to say, the ont h'began with the evening when the new crescent was f ortho first time visible 
shortiyaftersunset. Consequently, the Babylonian'day*also beans in the evening and the ftaT of amonth 
is the day of the first vteibity. In thb way the beginning of amonth is made dependent upon anatieai 
phenomenon whdh is amenable to direct observation. This is certeiniy a very simple and natural definition, 
as simple as the concurrent definit on of the'day* as the time from one sunset to the ne4. Blasis often the 
case, aheturat'deflnlton leads to exceeds glycompicated problems as soon as one wished to predict it's 
consequences. This fact is drasticaiy demonstrated in the case of the lunar months.'p. 106.
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The Israelites were struggling to assert their own identity, religiously and socially 

and thus they wanted their institutions (including the calendar) to reflect their own belief 

systems. The Babylonian calendars were very influential but only when adapted and 

incorporated with the agiculturally based Israelite calendar of the Biblical period.

The achievement of the ancient Babylonian astronomers in 
devising the 19 year cycle with its seven intercalated 
months was indeed remarkable...the difference between 
235 lunar months and 19 solar years is only .086403 day 
or 2 hours, 4 minutes, 25,22 seconds. This is how dose 
the andent Babylonian system came to solving the 
problem of the relationship between the lunar year and the 
the solar year *

Babylonian luni-sdar calendar. With Stage II, (633-482 BCE) experimentation with 

intercalation began to take place. Astronomers experimented with intercalating 7 

months in a 19 year period in order to keep a balance between the solar years and the 

lunar months. And finally during Stage III (481-71 CE), the Babylonian Calendar took on 

it final form. It had a predictable pattern of intercalation of the month of Addaru 7 times 

within in a 19 year cyde. 85

The accuracy of this determination provided an important step in the 

development of the calendar throughout the Andent Near East.

85 Vrtchdderand Webber^ p.68.
88 Hneoan,p.31.
87 Cassuto, p.225.

The developments in Babylonia ultimately had a deep and lasting impact on the

Hebrew calendar, but this happened slowly over a long period of time.

It seems almost certain that the same antagonism as 
manifested itself toward designations linked to alien 
religious concepts and rites hindered, and for a long time 
even prevented, the introduction of the Babylonian 
names...87
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®® PafkerandDubber9tein,p.24.
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Stage III: Calendars of Transition

Stage III of the Hebrew calendar became concretized when the Jews returned to 

Eretz Yisrael in 538 BCE following the Exile in Babylonia. While the Babylonians had 

slightly influenced the Hebrew calendar during Stage II, the years spent in Babylonia 

had a deep and lasting influence on the cultural and religious practices of the Jews. The 

advancement of calendar determination in Babylonia had been jeat during the years 

the Jews were in Exile, and the Jews brought these developments back with them to 

Eretz Yisrael.

Nisanu 
Aiaru 
Simanu 
Duzu 
Abu 
Ululu 
Tashritu 
Avahasamnu 
Kislimu 
Tebetu 
Shabatu 
Addaru

Nisan 
Iyyar 
Sivan 
Tammuz 
Ab 
Elul 
Tishri 
Heshvan 
Kislev 
Tebeth 
Shebat 
Adar

Prior to using these month names the Israelites referred to their months by orcfinal 

numbers, and before those, by their Canaanite names. The Canaanite month names 

were linked to Canaanite religious practices and beliefs. As the Israelites became 

unified around their own religious beliefs and observances, they sought to move away 

from this system of reckoning time. By replacing the Canaanite month names with

The Jews brought back to Eretz Yisrael not only the 19 year intercalary cycle and 

the intercalation of Addaru but also the month names. The following chart lists both the 

Babylonian and Hebrew month names beginning in the spring time.®®
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This stage of development in the Hebrew calendar encompasses two of the three 

Calendars outlined by Morganstem. He determined that the Israelites of the Biblical 

period had three calendars which developed one from the other. Calendar I was used

The names of the months are changed again in Stage III. At first, they are 

referred to by both their ordinal number and the corresponding new Babylonian name. 

Later in this same stage, they came to be known only by their Babylonian influenced

ordinal numbers, the months were dissociated from a religious tradition and the system 

of reckoning was more in keeping with the new monotheistic views of the Israelites.

The transition between the Canaanite names and the ordinal numbers probably 

took place during Stage II of the development of the Hebrew Calendar.

When the Gezer Calendar was written... the trend to 
abolish the use of Canaanite names for the months had not 
yet prevailed. Without doubt the opposition that ended at a 
later point in the triumph of this trend and in the 
introduction of the ordinal numbers was also alive... Before 
the numerical method prevailed, other experiments were 
possibly made in this direction. The practice of designating 
months according to the agricultural tasks that were 
customarily performed in each of them undoubtedly arose 
spontaneously in a society that had already become 
essentially agricultural...89

89 Cass lit o p.225-226. _.
90 Sma,p?84 Examples of the bientflng of the two systems re common ri Esther. See Esther 2:16, 
3:17,13.

When the Jews returned to Zion after the Babylonian Exile 
toward the end of the sixth century BCE, they brought back 
with them the Babylonian names for the months of the year, 
and these gradually displaced the numerical system...This 
development is reflected in Scriptures that derive from 
post-exilic times seven of the twelve Babylonian names 
appear often glossed by a note giving the numerical 
equivalent based on the spring New Year...90
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The transition between Calendar I and Calendar II was “purposed, sudden and 

complete, [it was] no doubt made possible by royal fiat...”92 Calendar II of the Israelites, 

was a luni-sdar calendar based upon Assyro-Babylonian models. Months in this 

calendar were designated by number, and there are incfications that there must have 

been some sort of system for intercalation.

Calendar II was introduced in Palestine some time between the years of 608 and 

586 BCE for three reasons: 1) There was a strong influence of Babylonian culture on the 

life and religious practice of Israel during the seventh and sixth centuries; 2) There was 

a desire on the part of the leaders of the Deuteronomic Reform to rid Israel of non-YHVH, 

Canaanite religious practices and institutions, especially those surrounding agricultural 

festivals (equinox and solstice); 3) There was a necessity, after the centralization of 

Jerusalem to have “a unified, nationalized calendar, officially authoritative and uniformly 

observed throughout the entire land; for only with such a nationalized and invariable

prior to the destruction of the Temple. Calendars II and III were in use following the 

destruction and prior to the second century CE.

According to Morganstem, Calendar I was a solar calendar, building its festivals 

and rituals around the equinox. It was most likely divided into twelve smaller units of 

thirty days each, reflecting the constellations of the zodiac. It is also likely that, at this 

stage, the calendar underwent some sort of fairly frequent intercalation to regulate the 

constant dscrepancy 91 But it must be emphasized that at this early date (prior to 621 

BCE), the calendar of the ancient Israelites was based upon observation of regular 

natural phenomena, the sun, the moon and the stars. Their calendar was not based on 

scientific or calculated conclusions, and it reflected the irregularity of crops and harvests 

as well.

91 Morganstem(1924Lp.65.
92 Morprwt em(1935), p.6.
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calendar could the observance of the three annual pilgimage festivals...be made 

possible,"93

Calendar III evolved slowly from Calendar II and was in use by the end of the 4th 

century BCE. It too was luni-solar in character but had a more exact system of 

intercalation. This fixed system of intercalation developed out of the need to fix new and 

full moon moments and festivals. Calendar III is distinct in that it uses adaptations of 

Babylonian month names. For a long time, both the numbers and the names were used 

and then ultimately the names endured. This transition most likely took place after the 

time of Ezra and Nechemiah.94

In contrast to Morganstern, Konig developed a theory which articulates two 

phases of calendar development in ancient Israel. The first was a solar calendar. It was 

identical to that of the Phoenicians and the Canaanite predecessors of Israel in Palestine 

and was well adapted to simple ajicultural life. In the scheme of this calendar, day 

began at sunrise and the year began in the fall. This calendar used Canaanite- 

Phoenician names for months which were thirty days long each.

The second calendar of Israel in the Biblical period according to Konig was a 

luni-solar calendar. It was based on lunar months and necessitated a greater 

knowledge of the moon. It also required intercalation for harmony with the solar 

calendar. Months were designated by ordinal numbers and then later by Babylonian 

names. Days were reckoned by sunset, and the day of the full moon came to be 

important. All of this took place around the year 600 BCE.95

Stage III in the development of the Hebrew calendar is significant since it is the 

culmination of a process. During Stage III the calendar is standardized regarding month 

names and intercalation. Within the standardization, traditions which had developed

93 Morgenstern (1935), p.6.
94 Morgenstern (1935), p.8.
95 This summary of Konies theory was derived from Morgenstem (1935), pp.2-3.



96 Morgenstern (1924), p.65.
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throughout the period were preserved. The months continued to be measured in 

accordance with the new moon, and the year is oriented to celebrating the festivals at 

their appropriate agicultural seasons, beginning with Aviv. These features which 

developed slowly in the Biblical period have for the most part been maintained in the 

Hebrew calendar as it exists today. While the shape of the calendar changed, “the 

memory of and regard for Calendar I [the earliest calendar] did not completely die out in 

Israel”96. The centrality of agicultural life as it existed during the Biblical period has 

been preserved within the timeless institution of the Hebrew calendar.



38

The Sanhedrin and the Calendar

The Sanhedin met regularly in Jerusalem, and following the destruction of the 

Temple in the year 70 CE, it was reconvened under the leadership of Rabban Yochanan 

Ben Zakkai in Yavneh.3 Following the Hadianic persecutions (117-138 CE), at the end

CALENDAR DETERMINATION AS RECORDED IN THE MISHNAH

Following the periods of the Monarchies and Hellenism, during the Roman eras,1 

Jewish legslation and observance focused on the Temple in Jerusalem. The Aaronide 

priests administered the sacrifices, while Levitical guilds of musicians and Temple 

assistants staffed the complex of buildings and courtyards. Also convening in the area of 

the Temple in Jerusalem was the Sanhedin, the supreme legislative-judicial assembly 

of the Jewish people. There is much uncertainty regardng the shape and function of 

this body. Scholars dsagee as to the influence that the priests may or may not have 

exerted over this goup. There is also dsageement as to the degee of authority the 

Sanhedin could exert over daspora communities and the influence the Judean king or 

Roman administrator played in the decisions the court made. Finally, there is dispute 

between scholars whether the Jewish courts decided issues on a per case basis, based 

on spontaneous interpretation of scripture, or if there was a systematic body of law to 

supplement biblical precedents.2

Chapter II

CALENDAR DEVELOPMENT IN THE RABBINIC PERIOD

1 St einsaftz, The Reference Guide, dates the Mehnaic period from 30 BCE to 200 CE during which Romen 
imperial poverwas at Ito height. The Taimudte period, from 200 CE-500CE was atime In which Roman 
authority was shaken, p.11-12.
2 Seftzer, p.215.
3 Stemsate, The Reference Guide, expWns/Merthe destruction of the Temple, the Jewish Ugh Court,
(The Great Sanhedrin)-co*™noniyr^c’rc^othen 83 theGreatCouncrpHJSl JI'S) since the
SanhedrinhadceasedtooperatewlthitsfuBauthority-becametherecogneedcenterofJewshife... p.13.
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my opinion, based on evidence dbcussed eerier end also based on the upcomrg discussion a Taimudrc

of the Bar Kochba Revolt (140s or 150s), the Sanhedin reassembled in Galilee, where it 

was headed by Judah I (Nasi) from 170-217 CE. Between 225 and 255 CE, the 

Sanhedin was moved to Tiberias due to economic, social and political difficulties that 

arose in the Roman Empire. In approximately the year 420, upon the death of Gamliel 

VI, the Sanhedin was abolished by the Roman government. 4

By the end of the first century, the Sanhedin was established as the official 

leadership of the Jewish people. It was involved in the canonization of scripture5, the 

refinement of many prayers, and the determination of many ritual observances 

associated with the Temple. In addition, and most relevant to our discussion, “the 

Sanhedin assumed supreme legislative and regulatory functions, such as the right to 

control the date of the New Year and the leap months...’*

This was no easy task. Calendar regulation, in the period of the Sanhedin, 

involved a detailed procedure fa determining the beginning of each month in 

accadance with the first citing of a new moon and the ritual sanctification of the day on 

which it was seen. There are also indications that some sages were knowledgeable in 

the techniques of mathematically calculating the calendar using the system developed in 

Babylonia. The Sanhedin was further involved regulating the yearly calendar so the 

festival celebrations fell at the correct season, thereby maintaining the observance of 

Pesach in Aviv.7 This often called fa intercalation, the procedure in which a month is

4 Thte deting is taken from Robert SeRzert charts pp. 166-170.
5 Leiman disagrees with the opinion concerning canonization. He argues, The dosing of the Biblical canon 
did not occur at Jamniatoward the end of the first century CE. Jewish sources such as the Apocrypha, PMo, 
and Josephus, as vd as the Christian sources reflecting Jewish practice, such as the NewTestament and 
the Church Faiheral, support the notion of adosed canon in most Jewish cedes throughod the first 
centuries before and eft er the Christen era...The Taimudrc and Midrashic evidence is entirely consistent with 
asecond century BC date fathe dosing of the BiNcal canon* p. 135.
8 Seltzer, p.247.
7 Bushwick argues that the calendar was determined month bymonth and year by year. He argues 
according to most Rishonim and Achronim, that t was impossible during the time of the Sanhedm to 
establish orpubfahacaiendar. He does alowthat there is arrinoriy opinion hdd byS^cfaGaorxRabbenu 
Hanan el and others that even In the time of the Sanhedin a fixed calendar was fdoved. (Bushwick p.52) R
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The new month was proclaimed by the Nasi in conjunction 
with his court, and it was only with the support of the latter 
that he could proclaim a leap year. Originally this 
prerogative belonged to the Great Court in Jerusalem, but 
after 70 CE it was taken over by the Sanhedin in Jabneh. 
In the absence of the Nasi the court was empowered to 
proclaim a leap year subject to his approval, although the 
Nasi was free to appoint an agent on his behalf...®

added to the year so the solar year coincides with the lunar months. To fulfill these 

important responsibilities, the Sanhedin had two functions. They were responsible for, 

the sanctification of the new moon day and the 
intercalation of the year. The new moon day still retained 
some of its original festival character, hence it was 
proclaimed with the formula VTlpfo “sanctified”; to the 
intercalated year however, no holy or festival character 
whatever was attached, hence there was no sanctification 
of the intercalated year. Consequently the talmudic 
sources, as a rule, speak of the sanctification of the new 
moon day as BHHri VlT'p and the intercalation of the 
year as rinri Ti:ri).«

Because this was such an important function in the life of the Jewish people, only 

the most important leaders had the authority to determine the calendar. Prior to the

destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem,

materials, that some form of fixed calendar was In use duringthetime of the Sanhedrin but ritual observance, 
sanctification and intercalation were sti maintained.
• Gandz(39)p. 263. St einsaitz distinguishes between these two technical terms.
"Winn UHT7 SMCtfioefion of the month. The judicial discussion and the declaration issued by the 
authorized Rabbinical Court announcing the beginning of anewmonth...Opinions are divided among the 
Tannaimastowhetheronlyanewmoonfoiovringamonthoftwentyninedaysnbh Vl'in) hadtobe 
legally sanctified on the thirtieth day, orwhetherthenewmoon Moving amonth of thirty days 
(*l3Wb »‘Tim dso had to be sanctified on the thirtyfirst day.'p.252. •W‘TH.1 TUT* rhee^tarratan 
extm^'toemonth. The moon's monthlycycle is stghtlymore than twentynme-end-a-Mf days, h the 
Taimud, unless stated otherwise, amonth is understood as having twenty-nine days. Butt was, of course, 
frequently necessary to add an additional day to the month...*p.239.
9 Manteip. 179-181.
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Danby begins to lay out the problem that confronts scholars today concerning the 

historical value of the Mishnah. Is it a document that represents the historical period in 

which it was written? Does it represent the historical periods prior to the time when it 

was finally edited? Is the Mishnah a document that depicts a plan for the ideal Messianic 

future? Contemporary scholarship indicates the Mishnah, as a historical document, 

answers all of these demands.

Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 1:1-3:1

As a Source for Calendar Determination by the Sanhedrin

Much of what we know about the Sanheckin and their role in the determination of 

the calendar is based on Mishnah Rosh Hashanah, Chapters 1:1-3:1 and the 

accompanying passages from the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Rosh Hashanah, pages 

18a-26a. Before entering into a detailed analysis of these sources it is important to 

consider their validty as historical source materials for the period and subject being 

discussed. I will explore here the different opinions of Herbert Danby, Abraham 

Goldberg, Jacob Neusner and Ben Zion Wacholder.

As Danby explains,

It is a matter of extreme difficulty to decide what historical 
value we should attach to any tradition recorded in the 
Mishnah. The lapse of time may have served to obscure or 
distort memories of times so afferent... Moreover, there is 
much in the contents of the Mishnah that moves in an 
atmosphere of of academic discussion pursued for its own 
sake, with...little pretense at recording historical usage...On 
the other hand, this academic tendency sometimes shown 
by the Mishnah...is not necessarily such as wholly to 
cfiscrecfit its picture of the fuller life of pre-destruction 
times...10
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For Goldberg, as for Danby, the Mishnah represents the historical experience 

prior to the destruction of the Temple. Its purpose was to preserve that style of Judaism 

for future generations.

...The aim was to preserve in a definite literary form the 
yeat spiritual heritage of the Second Temple Period, 
especially of its later generations. This heritage had been 
centered in great measure around the Temple ritual and 
worship...Since everything had to be saved and recorded 
for posterity, there was nothing in the late Second Temple 
ritual and Pharisaic teaching which escaped the attention 
of the Sages and their disciples who assembled at Yavneh 
for several generations...Yavneh, then, marks the 
beginning of the compilation of the Mishnah. This does not 
mean, however, that Mishnah-type material did not exist 
before then, Oral law teachings abounded in the late 
Second Temple days and some of the formulations may 
have come down to us unchanged...12

...The Mishnah bears no trace of a tendency to effect 
reforms in Jewish religious and ceremonial usage or to 
evolve a new scheme in doser accord with later 
conceptions of what the law required: on the contrary, it 
manifests a veneration for the letter of tradition remarkable 
for pedantic insistence on verbal exactitude...11

11 Denby, pov.
12 Goldberg, p.215. 
13 Regardtog the Talmud ssasourceforrefable historical Information Neusner^rfftea, ...we have no way of 
kn owng how accurately the act ualworda of the mb bia were reported in the final recension.. J caiof offers 
general lawf orverifying the reliability of Talmudic materials, although myassumpbon ts t hail egal dWa were 
ectuaflystaied by the rabbis to whom they are credked unless contrary evdence denies it. Neusnerl povof 
preface.

Neusner takes a somewhat different approach toward the historical value of the 

Mishnah. He does not believe it accurately represents the time in which it was written or 

the time prior to when it was written.13 He does believe that the Mishnah reflects an ideal 

reality that its editors hoped for in the future.

...The Mishnah stands in contrast with the world to which it 
speaks. Its message is one of small achievements and 
modest hope. It means to defy a world of large disorders
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Wacholder takes this argument a step further. He upholds, based on his own 

time-frame hypothesis of the Mishnah, that it represents the historical past placed into a 

context for the future, the messianic world to come. He upholds that the Mishnah does 

not reflect the current practice at the time in which it was written, and thereby, can not 

serve as a historical document to understand this period of Jewish history.

Wacholder argues that this preservation of the past was undertaken with the 

express purpose of it being used again in the future. “Rabbi Judah Hanasi reproduces 

that Halakhah which, as he saw it, governed Israel in the past and would do so again in 

the future...”17 Wachdder defines the purpose of the Mishnah in the fdlowing manner 

which does not allow it to be viewed as a historical document of the period in which it

To be sure, I yant that material of which the Mishnah was 
made up oricjnated during the three or four centuries 
between the Maccabeah Uprising in 170 BCE and 200 CE. 
However I would deny the validity of the cordlary that the 
halakhic concern of the Sages...necessarily centered 
around then current problems. It seems to me that, as in 
the case of the Homeric epics, the authors and redactors of 
the Mishnah may well have intended to depict the life and 
norms of a bygone epoch...16

14 These heros, peraonefitie3,vd be discussed in re fltfd to theirconttbidi on to the Hebrew Calendar Wer 
in this chapter- ‘
15 Neusner, The Mishnah pix.
16 Wholder,*MesdarismandW3hnah...* p.7.
17 Wtehoider, “Messianism andMishnah...' p.34.

and immodest demands. The heirs of heroes14 build an 
unheroic folk in the new and ordinary age. The writing of 
survivors, the Mishnah is a document of imagination and 
fantasy, describing our of the shards and remnants of 
reality how things are, meaning how they are supposed to 
be, but in larger measure, building social being our of 
beams of hope. The Mishnah tells us a bit about how 
things were, but everything about how a small joup of 
men wanted things to be...15
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My conclusion is that each of these theories concerning the historical merit of the 

Mishnah all have some validity. The Mishnah is based on reality. It may or may not be 

the reality of life in the first and second centuries, but it does describe aspects of the life 

of the Jewish community at a time prior to its redaction. The Mishnah is valuable to the 

study of the calendar because, while we can not determine with precise accuracy how 

the calendar was determined during this time period, we can sketch a picture of the 

rituals and practices that may have surrounded the determination of the calendar prior to 

and immediately following the destruction of the Second Temple. While the Mishnah 

does not provide historically accurate facts, it is still very useful, as a primary document, 

in discussing the history of the Hebrew calendar, because it does describe past practices 

and future hopes.

Based on my own interpretation of the information provided in the text of the 

Mishnah, the following seems to have occured concerning the calendar during the 

period of the Sanhedin: The Sanhedin or a duly appointed court19 would meet at the 

specified location. Jews from all over Eretz Yisrael would regularly observe the heavens 

and watch for the appearance of the new crescent moon. Those who cited the new 

moon would then travel to the meeting place of the court and serve as witnesses 

concerning the appearance of the new moon. The court would question the witnesses to 

determine if the individual was an acceptable witness. If he was considered acceptable,

ie Wacholder, 'Messianism and Mishr»h...'p. 10.
19 Quint argues that evidence to determine the newmonth was heard byaBetDin,acourt of three selected 
by the Great Sanhedrin, while the intercalation of the year required seven judges from the Great Sanhedrin. 
pp.70-73.

...Assuming this time-frame hypothesis, it might well follow 
that in compiling the Mishnah, which contains both dfnim 
called de-Orayyeta and de-Rabbanan , Rabbi Judah 
Hanasi and his fellow redactors were in fact preparing, so 
to speak, a hanebook for Elijah, who as chief courtier of the 
Messiah would be in charge of the punctilious observance 
of the Halakhah...1®
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Analysis of Mishnaic Material

Having discussed the historical value of the Mishnaic texts, it is now possible to 

explore them for details of the procedures that took place surrouncfing the determination 

of the Hebrew calendar. Calendar reckoning as described in the Mishnah involved both 

observation and calculation. It included details and exacting regulations for witnesses, 

for the presentation of evidence, as well as specific procedures for proclamation and 

communicaiton of the start of the month. As was previously discussed, the Biblical 

period involved the initial transition from a calendar based solely on observation to a 

calendar that involved exploritory calculation. The material of the Mishnah describes in 

detail this transitional stage in the history of Hebrew Calendar. It depicts a time when

he was further questioned to determine the validity of his evidence. Upon determining 

that the new moon had been cited in the proper place at the appropriate time, the court 

publicly declared the new month and word was sent, by means of beacons and then by 

messengers, to outlying and diaspora communities.

The determination and communication of the calendar was central to the unity of 

the Israelite community which was now spread throughout a vast territory stretching from 

Jerusalem into Babylonia20. The method by which this took place is known to us today 

from the texts of the Mishnah and the Talmud, which, it must be remembered were not 

written to reflect a historical reality but rather to record what may have been common 

practice, but more importantly, what was hoped for in the future.

20 Communication about the calendarin the Rabbinic Period took place between Palestlneand BabMonia 
and seemingly not between Palestine and the otherDiasporacommunfties. BenZion Wacholder has 
indicated that in Rabbinic Literature the word 'Golah'ref era spedfcaiy to "Mesopotamia' Aon disagrees 
with this determination, and regarding the absence of reference to the lands to the south, the west and 
especiaiy Alexandria he writes, '...some scholars... suggest that the Jews of Egypt did not depend n 
daendrical matters on the decisions of the Jerusalem Sanhedrin, but managed these things in their own way. 
However, the suggestion is uncomincing. It is based entirely on rgumrtum tstento, which proves 
nothing. Nor are there any other grounds for the assumption, besides, we l^jxooftWtheJews of 
Alexandria ^accept direction from the Old Country when I came to 1he order of the f estivais (Y er. Eruv. I 
21c).'p.237.



21 A mitzvah is more that a good deed, It is acommandment, an obligation.
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people were still observing the patterns of the heavens to determine the calendar, while 

they were also fine tuning their abilities to insure accurate calculation. The practice of 

observing the phases of the moon and of being familiar with its pattern of waxing and 

waning, as it did for the people of the Biblical period, brought the people of the 

Mishanaic period into direct contact with the naturally occuring cycles of the world and to 

an awareness of God, the Creator of these phenomena. Calendar determination, as we 

experience it today, is based on pure calculation and has distanced us from the ever 

renewing cycle of the moon. This dstance is evidenced as well in our remote 

relationship from many natural cycles and from God, the Creator of these natural 

wonders. It is hoped that by an exploration of calendar detemmination in the Mishnah 

we can reclaim the intimacy that once existed between our people, the natural world, 

and God.

The Mishnaic material concerning the determination of the calendar can be 

divided into four categories: 1) Witnesses. This material focuses primarily on the 

mitzvah21 that was fulfilled by being a witness to the new moon before the court. It also 

discusses the eligibility requirements for being a witness; 2) Evidence. This material 

outlines the court’s procedure for questioning the witnesses in order to acquire the 

needed evidence concerning the citation of the new moon. It also describes the 

supplimentary charts that were used in this procedre; 3) Proclamation. This material 

includes the formulaic declaration by the court and the people which marked the 

beginning of the new month. It also includes a discussion of the issues concerning the 

actual timing of that declaration; 4) Communication . This material discusses the early 

system of communication between communities with flaming beacons; how they were 

made and used as well as their locations and their path from hill to hill. This material 

also discusses the later system of messengers used to announce the beginning of the



Witnesses

22 MbhnahRH 1:6.
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In addition to urging individuals to volunteer to fulfill this mitzvah, the court made 

a special effort to care for those who came to fulfill this mitzvah. Comforts were provided 

and a “reward" was given as a sort of incentive for being a witness to the new moon.

According to the Mishnah, determination of the new moon, and thus the months, 

was based primarily upon the testimony given by witnesses before a court appointed by 

the Sanhedin. It was considered not only an honor to be a witness to the new moon, it 

was more importantly, a mitzvah. The court tried to encourage people to fulfill this 

mitzvah by urging them to watch for the new crescent moon and then travel to the seat of 

the court to offer their citation as evidence. In the following section of text, Rabbi Akiba is 

chastised by Rabban Gamliel for detaining witnesses from traveling to give their 

testimony.

new month. It includes the details outlining when they were allowed to travel and 

permits them to travel on Shabbat.

It once happened that more than forty pairs (of witnesses 
who had seen the new moon) passed through, but R. Akiba 
detained them in Lydda. Rabban Gamliel sent to him (this 
message), ‘If you detain the many, you may lead them 
astray in the future.’(Potential witnesses may in the future 
not come forward to volunteer in this mitzvah seeing that 
others were prevented from accomplishing their self set 
task.)22

□Tranra nni" nyv®
'□I
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46

Being a witness to the new moon was of such importance that the rabbis 

determined that one could even violate the observance of Shabbat in order to fulfill this 

mitzvah.25 The following passage allows for an individual who has seen the new moon

The court was so intent on encouraging people to fulfill this mitzvah that all 

witnesses had a chance to give testimony before the court, even if thefirst pair was 

deemed valid. The court did not want people to feel they had made the trip in vain.

-rriiwj1’ "ik?17??
x1? onix p^iti
'IP X^X qnl7“ p?,"l? vn?

tfDJ 'np3l‘ 1X2T X*?tf
,X2,7> trTT) in??

...And as for all the other pairs, they asked them the 
important points, not because they required them, but in 
order that they should not depart cfisappointed and that 
they should acquire the habit to come.24

23 MishnahRH2:5
24 MishnahRH 2:6(second half)
25 While Shabbat is not mentioned explicitly in the opening of this passage, based on the later mention of 
permission to profane the Shabbat, it is understood by both Blackman and Danbyto be the topic of 
discussion at the beginning of the passage as well as the end.

n'3i □'bOTTO nrrn n’mi nsn
• 1“ T T ; T T : •• T

,nxnpi nrrn pnp 
pn n-Di zD-papnn cnvn 
nimvpi ,di^ nnix ppTb 
in^f ‘rpto pthy ni^ni 
rn* xb ,nptfx*i3 .xd1? p>,p? 
]□-) ppnn jDi’n’^s o?npp 
□'D’px pp'pnp jptn ^x^ni

npx
There was a large courtyard in Jerusalem which was 
called Beth Yaazek, and there all the witnesses used to 
assemble, and there the court examined them. And they 
prepared big meals for them, so that they should acquire 
the habit of coming. Previously, they (the witnesses) might 
not move away from there all that day (if it was Shabbat), 
then Rabban Gamliel the Elder ordained that they might go 
two thousand cubits in any direction...23
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From this passage we can understand the importance of the mitzvah of being a 

witness to the new moon. Based on the Mishnaic understanding of the biblical citation, 

“These are the appointed seasons of the Eternal which you shall proclaim in their 

appointed season"27, it was crucial that the months be determined on time, despite all 

other circumstances including Shabbat.28

While everyone was encouraged to fulfill this important mitzvah, there were 

eligibility requirements to be a witness...

to travel by ass, to be carried, and to carry with him both a weapon and food for the 

journey. All of these actions are seen to be violations of Shabbat but are allowed in the 

case of an individual who will serve as a witness to the new moon. The purpose of this is 

to reinforce the importance of fulfilling the mitzvah.

If one see the New Moon and is not able to walk, they bring 
him on an ass or even on a litter; and if any lie in wait for 
them, they may take sticks in their hands. If the journey be 
a long one, they may carry food in their hands, because for 
a journey lasting a night and a day they may profane the 
Sabbath and go forth to give evidence about the new 
moon, as it is said, These are the appointed seasons of the 
Etemaf which you shaft proclaim at their appointed 
season™

irxi iznnn-nx nxntf’p
"rinqndy irrix pp-’pia
-□q1? nqiX’ DX] ^-px
nnvj Dxi .ni^jpo pnpi1?
-ntitp dtp fni?^ TTJ

26 MishnahRH 1:9
27 Leviticus 23:4. Asosimilarto Leviticus 23:37 and 23:2.
28 Blackman *Theterm appointed time, season^ connectionwthacommandment is understood
to imply that this commandment has to be performed at that time in all circumstances including the 
Sabbath...* p,387.
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If a father and his son saw the New Moon both should go, 
not that they can be paired together, but in order that if one 
of them become ineligible, the second one may be 
included with another. R. Simon says, A father and his son 
and all of near kin are eligible to give evidence about the 
New Moon. R. Jose said, it once happened that Tobiah the 
Physician saw the new moon in Jerusalem, he himself, and 
his son, and his freed slave; the priests accepted him and 
his son, but pronounced his slave ineligible but when they 
came before the Court they accepted him and his slave but 
declared his son ineligible.29

BnnHTlX 1X")G? ip] 3R 

X?X -HT Dp TH ]'P"ipp?;P X7 

qi.px? jnp inx axp 
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iiqi xin tzhnn-nx
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inix I’??;? pi n-p 'ip1? ixatfpi 

.iip-n^t i^ppv nny-nxi

In most cases near relatives can not in a court of law give evidence together.

However, in the case of a father and son serving as witnesses to the new moon, they are 

allowed to give testimony together. This is based on the Mishnaic understanding of 

Exodus 12:1-230 where the fixing of the new moon is handed over to Moses and Aaron 

even though they were brothers.31

In addition to defining the blood relationships of those who can serve as 

witnesses to the new moon, the Mishnah defines the behavior of those who may serve 

as witnesses. To be an acceptable witness one must be upright and honest in daily and 

ritual life.

29 MishnahRH 1:7 w ,u ,
30 The Lord said to Moses and Aaron...This month shall mart (or you the beginning of months...
31 Blackman p. 38 6.
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After having been accepted as a worthy witness, the individual was then asked a 

series of questions to help determine the accuracy of his evidence. These questions 

reflect the astronomical knowledge of the rabbis at the time of the codification of the 

Mishnah. “From the five mentioned queries and relevant criteria...one may reconstruct a

While there were restrictions on the type of person who could serve as a witness 

to the new moon, individuals were strongly encouraged to fulfill this mitzvah in a regular 

and timely fashion. The nature of the mitzah demands that a person watch the path of 

the moon in the sky, that the person be aware of its waxing and waning, and that he or 

she learn the pattern of the moon’s twenty nine and a half day cycle. Being a witness to 

the new moon in the period of the Mishnah, required more than upright behavior. It 

demanded a sensitivity to the natural world and particularly an awareness of the 

heavenly realms.

These are the ones who are ineligible: dee players, 
userers, those who fly pigeons32, dealers in the produce of 
a Sabbatical year and slaves. This is a general principle: 
all evidence that a woman is not eligible to bring, these 
(types just mentioned) are also not eligible to bring.33

32 Fora discussion about the use of pigeon flyers as witnesses see article byD. Weisberg, 'Some 
Observations on Late Babylonian Texts and Rabbinic Literature.' HUCA XXXIX [1968],
33 Mishnah RH 1:8
34 Pet erObermark indicates that in the Ancient Near East and, in the period under discussion, there were 
two types of evidence. Dispositive Evidence is that in which a document is necessary for the I egal 
transaction to be valid. Oral contracts are not considered binding. Evidentiary Evdenceisthatin whicha 
document is drawn up, but it doesnot haveto exdst forthe transaction to be valid. It 13 interesting that the 
evidence provided bythe witnesses to the newmoon was not written, it was oral, and was seen as binding.
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From this passage Wiesenberg determines a jeat deal about the knowledge of 

the witnesses and the examiners in regard to testimony about the new moon. He 

concludes the witnesses “were not credited with any astronomical knowledge worth 

mentioning; except for the presupposition of their ability to determine the mid-western 

point of the horizon.”37 He goes on to conclude, based on the questions asked to the 

witnesses that “The examiners were in the possession of the requisite astronomical 

knowledge for the calculation of the main elements in a lunar theory...and that the court

fairly comprehensive and accurate lunar theory in vogue among Tannaim and

Amoraim...”35

How did they examine the witnesses?-The pair that 
arrived first they examined first. And they brought in the 
elder of the two and said to him, ‘Relate how you saw the 
moon: in front of the sun or behind the sun? To the north of 
it or to the south of it? How high was it? And in what 
direction was it leaning? And how wide was it?’ If he said. 
‘In front of the sun,’ his statement was worth nothing. And 
then they brought in the second one and examined him. If 
their statements were found to a<jee, their evidence 
stood...3®

35 Wwenberg, p. 153.
3®MishnahRH 2:6
37 Wiesenberg, p. 195.
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checked their (the witnesses) trustworthiness by means of astronomical calculations...”38 

Based on the questions asked by the court, there is the indication that they were in 

possession of many elements of calendar calculation. According to Weisenberg, the 

questions indicate the examiners, mentioned in the Mishnah, were aware of “solar 

longitude and declination, and the lunar longitude and elongation, latitude and 

declination, and parallax.”39

Further evidence of the vast knowledge of the rabbis is evidenced in the 

diayams that Rabban Gamliel is reputed to have made use of to aid the accuracy of the 

witnesses testimony. Rabban Gamliel would show the witnesses charts of the phases of 

the moon to help them to verify what they had actually seen in the night sky.40

Rabban Gamliel had djayams of the shapes of the moon 
on a tablet and on the wail in his upper chamber. These 
he used to show to the ordinary people, asking, ‘Did you 
see it like this, or like that?’ It once happened that two 
came and said, *We saw it in the east in the morning and

38 Wiesenberg, p. 195.
39 Wiesenberg" p. 195. See also Feldman for explanations and descriptions of these terms 'within the
context of the Rabbinic period. , . . .
40 See Bushvick, pp. 3840, for a graphic illustration of hovthe moon appears at various phases from earth.
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Evidence brought by the witnesses had to be specific and accurate. It had to 

define in human language the observable natural event of the cycle of the moon. 

Witnesses had to be able to describe what they saw, as well as where and when they 

saw it. In order to give accurate and worthy evidence one had to be aware of the phases 

of the moon as they appeared in the sky throughout the month. The need to provide 

evidence helped to maintain an intimate relationship between the people and the natural 

cycles of the moon. The court may have been able to calculate the appearance of the 

new moon, yet by mainting the institution of witnesses providing evidence of the 

appearance new moon, a relationship with the natural world was sustained.

Proclamation

Upon determining from the witnesses and their evidence that the new moon had 

been cited at its proper time and in its expected place in the sky, the court would officially 

declare the beginning of the new month.
-cnpQ* 'inix fn n-1? cnCi

cnipn 'Tnnx

.inix p?npD,-‘
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in the west in the evening.’ R. Johanan ben Nuri 
said, They are false witnesses.” But when they arrived at 
Jabneh Rabban Gamliel accepted them. And on another 
occasion two came and said, ‘We saw it at its proper time,’ 
but on the following ‘added’ night it could not be seen; yet 
Rabban Gamliel accepted them. R. Dosa ben Hyrcanus 
said, They are false witnesses; how can people say in 
evidence of a woman that she has been delivered (given 
birth to a child) if the following day her belly is between her 
teeth?’ R. Joshua replied to him, ‘I ajee with you.”41
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From this description in the Mishnah it can be surmised that this must have been 

a ceremony of great significance despite its brevity. One can readily imagine the court 

standng before a crowd of people, local inhabitants and visiting witnesses and 

announcing, *It (the new month) is sanctified!" The assembled people would then 

respond by twice repeating the proclamation of the court, “It is sanctified! It is sanctified!” 

The public proclamation was important because while calendar determination was 

officially in the power and jurisdiction of the court, in this way the people were d’awn in 

and and wereinvolved in the ceremony of declaration.

Declaration of the new month had to take place during the day time hours in 

order for the appropriate sacrifices to be offered. Thus, if the court did not proclaim the 

month prior to nightfall the proclamation and consequently the beginning of the month 

was postponed to the next day. Simply seeing the new moon was not sufficient to 

determine the beginning of the new month. One had to hear the proclamation before 

the month could begin. This was an effective way to maintain unity in the vast community 

and also allowed the Sanhedin to exercise its sole authority to determine the calendar. 

The responsibility and authority of the court in regard to the calendar was shared among 

all the members. No member had the ability to determine the new month independently 

of the others.

The chief of the court says, ‘It is hallowed!’ and all the 
people answer after him, ‘It is hallowed! It is hallowed!’ 
They acclaim it as hallowed whether it appeared at its 
proper time or not. R. Eliezer b. Zadok says: If it dd not 
appear at its proper time they need not acclaim it as 
hallowed, since Heaven has hallowed it already.42



56

Witnessesing the new moon and bringing that evidence to the court was 

important, but the new month was not official until it was proclaimed by the court and 

affirmed by the people. This procedure was vital because while it underscored the 

importance of observation it maintained the unity of the calendar for all Jews by 

centering the power to declare the month with the court.

Communication

In the days long before FAX machines44, telephones, telejaph and pony 

express, communication between distant places took place by means of signal fires on

If the court itself and ail Israel had seen the witnessess had 
been examined, yet night fell before they could proclaim ‘It 
is hallowed!’ then it is an intercalated month. If the court 
alone saw it, two [of them] should stand up and bear 
witness before them, and then they may say ‘It is hallowed! 
It is hallowed!’ If it was seen by three who [themselves] 
make up the court, two [of [them] must stand up and set 
[two] of their fellows beside the single [other judge] and 
bear witness before them, and then they may say, ‘It is 
hallowed! It is hallowed!’ For no single person can be 
deemed trustworthy in himself.43
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43 Mishnah RH 3:1 (Translation from the Danby Edition)
44 An Interesting model could be developed In the modem day In which witnesses from around the world 
could draw pictures to serve as evidence of thenewmoon, FAX it to acentral bodymeeting in Jerusalem 
who would then proclaim the newmonth and FAX back the declaration. Fora disc ussieri of modem day 
moon-watching see the studies being conducted by LeRoy E. Doggett at the US Naval Observatory, 
discussed in Chapter HI.
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45 Mishnah RH 2:3
46 See Appendixforamap otthis path.

The Mishnah also records the locations where beacons were lit and the path that 

was followed to ensure that all the communities were informed of the beginning of the

hill tops. It was in this way that the proclamation of the new month was communicated to 

distant Jewish communities. The Mishnah records the materials used for these fires and 

how they were used to communicate from hilltop to hilltop, from community to community.

In what manner did they kindle the beacons?-They used 
to bring long poles of cedar-wood, and rushes and pine
wood, and tow-flax; and a man tied these together with 
twine. He went up to the top of the hill and set them on fire, 
and waved them to and fro and moved them up and down 
until he saw his fellow doing likewise on the top of the next 
hill; and also similarly on the top of the third hill.45
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And from where did they kindle the beacons?—From the 
Mount of Olives to Sartaba, and from Sartaba to Agippina, 
and from Ag’ippina to Hauran, and from Hauran to Beth 
Baltin and from Beth Baltin they did not go, but waved to
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Blackman explains, “in the time of R. Judah Hanasi (toward end of the second 

century), the Samaritans lit the beacons on the wrong night in order to mislead the Jews, 

because they were out to create difficulties for the latter to revenge themselves since 

they were treated not as part of the Jewish people but as aliens."*9 Albiruni50 upholds 

that the Samaritans lighting signal fires to confuse the Jews had an even cheater impact 

than simply causing the shift from signal fires to messengers. According to Albiruni, the 

false signal fires were the central factor in leading the rabbis to calculate the calendar 

rather than determine it on the basis of witnesses and declaration.51

Previously they used to light beacons, but after the 
Samaritans caused great harm they enacted that 
messengers should go forth.48

47MishnahRH2.-4
48MishnahRH2:2
49 Biackman, p. 3 8 8.
50 According to Obetmann, p >dii, this is the "earliest source in our possession f or a critical, scientific study of 
tha(caiendar)system itself as weH as its background. Wac hoi derand Weisberg, sprite, "The first dear
exp ositi on of t h e rab binic 31an dard 19 year cycl e ap p ears in t h e tim e of t h e hist orian Al-Biruni (9 7 3-104 8) 
where we read it in his Chronology of Ancient Nations..." p.71.
51 Albiruni, p.67. Albiruni, in his continuing discussionabouttheshiftintheHebrewcalendarfromcitationto 
calc ulati on explains t hat not all Rab banit esagreet hat thee han g e t o calc ulaii on cam e ab o ut b ecaus e of t h e 
Samaritan smoke signals, "...the scholars and priests of the Israelites, feeling convinced that their people 
would be scattered and dispersed In consequence of the last destruction of Jerusalem, as theythought, 
wereafraidthattheircompatriots, beingscatteredall overtheworid,andsolely rely ng ontheappearance of 
the newmoon, which of course in different countries would be different forthem, might, on account of this, 
fall into dissensions, and aschism in their doctrine might take place. Theref ore they invented these 
caJculaiions..."p.68.
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and fro and moved up and down, until he could see the 
whole of the diaspora before him like a mass of fire.47

Methods of communication change over time, and the Mishnah records the 

transition from the use of signal fires to the use of messengers to convey this important 

information.
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On six months the messengers go forth: on Nissan 
because of Passover, on Ab because of the Fast, on Elul 
because of the New Year, on Tishri because of the 
determination of the Holydays, on Kislev because of the 
festival of Dedication, and on Adar because of Purim. And 
while the Temple still existed, they went forth also on Iyyar 
because of the Minor Passover.52
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Efficient and timely communication of the beginning of the months was central to 

proper observance of the festivals with the Hebrew calendar cycle. To ensure that fast 

days and celebrations would take place on the proper dates, messengers would travel to 

the various cities. For months which did not include a festival or fast, the messengers did 

not go out to announce the new month.

Conveying this information was so important that messengers could even 

profane the Sabbath in order to announce the arrival of new month and thereby ensure 

that the holidays would be observed at their proper times.
_nx p'p’pnn*.’ □‘W’1 ‘jv
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Because of two months could they prcrane the Sabbath: 
because of Nisan and Tishri, for on them messengers went 
forth to Syria and by them the Holydays were determined. 
And when the Temple still stood, they could profane it
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A unified calendar ensured that all Jews would celebrate the festivals at their 

proper times. Timely celebration and observance was central to the precepts of Judaism 

and thus proper communication of the new month was essential. The transition from 

beacons to messengers and then ultimately to calculation alone reflects the continuing 

centrality of this principle. The method of communicating the calendar may have 

changed but its centrality as an institution in Judaism has been unchanged throughout 

the ages.

The Mishnah provides a wealth of information about the witnesses, their 

evidence, and the proclamation and communication of the new moon. This material, 

when evaluated in the approbate historical context, can provide some insights to 

calendar determination in the Mishnaic period. From this material it is possible to 

determine that witnessing and providing evidence for the new moon was considered a 

mitzvah and was based on regular observation of the night sky. The procedure 

surrounding the sanctification of the new moon was one that was meant to involve the 

community while maintaining the central authority of the court. The Mishnaic material 

also indicates that the process of determining the new month and communicating that 

information was constantly changing. Despite the innovations, the centrality of observing 

a natural phenomenon and using them to measure time was maintained as the central 

factor in the vital institution of the calendar according to the Mishnah.

CALENDAR PERSONALITIES IN THE MISHNAH AND THE TALMUD

To understand calendar regulation and development in the Mishnaic and 

Talmudic period, the Mishnah paints a helpful portrait. It is also instructive to examine

indeed for all of them for the correct regulation of the 
offering.53
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various scholars and sages who are recognized within the Talmudic literature as having 

an expertise in calendrical matters. The following portraits of: Rabban Gamliel the Elder, 

Yochanan ben Zakkai, Gamliel II, Rabbi Joshua, Judah Hanasi, Mar Samuel, and Hillel 

II, trace the developments of the Hebrew Calendar from the beginning of the first century 

CE until the middle of the third century CE.54 These individuals have been chosen 

because they made significant contributions and their achievements are well 

documented in the Babylonian Talmud. They have also been included in discussions by 

Feldman55, Brodetsky55 and Obermann57 as significant personalities who contributed to 

the development of the Hebrew calendar.

During this time period there were a number of issues around which discussion 

of the calendar focused. These issues had emerged earlier and continued to be 

ongoing dilemmas, but during this time period they become documented and focused. 

In examining the various personalities who were involved in calendar determination as 

described in the Babylonian Talmud these issues emerge. The important issues were: 

1) The formal transition from citation to calculation of the new moon and the value of both 

systems. 2) The struggle to control the calendar as a means of asserting political power. 

3) The influence of urbanization on an ayiculturally based people and the subsequent 

distance that they developed from seasonal cycles. 4) The continuing impact of 

Babylonia’s astronomical discoveries and theories.

54 Everyattempt has been made to accurately date the fifetimes of these individuals. In cases where the 
dates ere available they have been included.
55 Feldman includes achapterin his book entitled, 'Some Mathematical Celebrities of the Talmud*.
highlight ed in this chapter are, Yochenan b,.Zakkai, Gamliel the Elder, Joshua b. Chananya, Mar Samuel, 
Eliezer the Great, Josib.ChaWta,R. Nathan and Abaye. .
55 Brodetsky discusses the astronomical skills and knowledge of the rabbis as evidenced in the BabyIonian 
Talmud. He discusses, Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai, Gamfiel, Rabbi Joshua b^Chananiah, Ehezerthe 
Great, Samuel, Hillel the Younger end manymore ere listed as being welveraedm this topic.
57 In his Introduction to SanctificatipnoftheNevMQon. Obermenn cites the Talmud*; sages whom he 
considers to have been influential in determining major principles of the calendar. He fists Patnarch Garni el I,
Mar Samuel, Abbaye and Raba.
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Indeed, the calendar as an astronomical, social and religious institution is central 

to a unified civilization. It is precisely because it embodies all of these elements that so 

much discussion takes place during the Mishnaic and Talmudic periods concerning the 

calendar. The following portraits will show that the rabbis had a vast knowledge of 

astronomy and were deeply concerned with the social and religious aspects of the 

calendar as they sought various ways to accurately and appropriately reckon time.

The portraits attempt to present not only biojaphical material about these 

individuals but also the issues that each confronted as a result of his involvement with 

the calendar. The lives and impacts of these people are important to a cfiscussion about 

the development of the Hebrew calendar because while the calendar is based upon 

observable natural cycles of God’s world, it is regulated and implemented by human 

beings. The calendar is a nexus, a meeting place for the interaction between the Divine, 

nature and human beings. Study of the individuals who were influential in the 

development of our Hebrew calendar can help us to explore the relationships that are 

still available to us today, between ourselves, creation and God.

The study of astronomy was well known and wide spread in Babylonia and 

surrounding areas.

One of the main reasons for the transmission of 
astronomical knowledge from one nation to another was 
undoubtedly the spread of the belief in astrology as the 
one science which gave insight into the causes of events 
on earth. It has often been said that astronomy originated 
from astrology. I see no evidence for this theory. It seems 
to me much more plausible to assume that one major 
incentive for the development of astronomy consists in 
attempts to achieve regularity in the intercalations of the 
lunar calendars...”8®



in Babylonia and Media he wrote,
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mu

Gamiiel I (Rabban Gamliel the Elder)

Gamliel I lived during the first half of the first century, as Nasi of the Sanheckin in 

Jerusalem (and later at Yavneh), between 20 and 40 CE, Rabban Gamliel was 

responsible for the regulation of the calendar. While calculations concerning to new 

moon were becoming more precise, and had been known in Babylonia since 633 BCE59 

and in Palestine since 481 BCE80, Rabban Gamliel continued to rely on observable 

occtrrences in the natural, agricultural world in his determination of the new month. In 

letters he sent to the Jews in the Galilee, to the Jews of Southern Palestine and to Jews

481 BCE and 71 CE.
60 Wac hoi derand Weisberg p.239.
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‘The purposes of the letters are dear. Two deal with tithing and the third with 

intercalation."62 Rabban Gamliel, sitting in Jerusalem, shows an awareness and 

sensitivity to the agricultural happenings in the various areas where Jews live. He 

knows that the olives and corn are ripe and ready to be tithed. Rabban Gamliel also 

knows that some crops, particularly the barley, are not yet ripe and that the animals 

needed for the Pesach sacrifice have not yet matured. In order to allow the crop to ripen 

and the animals to grow to the appropriate stage, he intercalates a month. He adds in an 

additional month (Adar II)®3 so the barley and the lambs would have more time to 

develop and be ready for ritual use during Pesach and the omer period. He makes this

■ 

■

For it has been taught: It once happened that Rabban 
Gamliel was sitting on a step on the Temple-hill, and the 
well known scribe Jonathan was standing before him while 
three cut sheets were lying before him. Take one sheet’ 
he said, ‘and write an epistle to our brethren in Upper 
Galilee and to those in Lower Galilee, saying: “May your 
peace be yeat! We beg to inform you that the time of 
Removal’ has arrived for setting aside [the tithe] from the 
olive heaps.” Take another sheet, and write to our brethren 
in the South, “May your peace be g'eat! We beg to inform 
you that the time of temoval’ has arrived for setting aside 
the tithe from the corn sheaves,” And take the third and 
write to our brethren, the Exiles in Babylon and to those in 
Media, and to all the other exiled [sons] of Israel, saying: 
“May your peace be great forever! We beg to inform you 
that the doves are still tender and the lambs still too young 
and that the crops are not yet ripe. It seems advisable to 
me and to my colleagues to add thirty days to this year."'61

81 B. Sanhedrin 11b. For PhHoiogicad notes, Epistolographfc Considerations and General Interpretation of 
these letters see Pardee, pp. 192-196.
82 Pardee, p. 195.
83 See Sar Shalom p.82 for placement of the additional month and observance of holidays and fasts. Isaac 
Klein explains '...the periotic addlion, orintercalation, of athirteenth month, known as Second Adar, or 
Adarl, immediately aft er the normal month of Adar, which in leap years is known as first Adar, or Adar
I.. Adar I is added to the third, sbdh, eighth, eleventh, fourteenth, seventeenth, and njndeenth year of 
every nineteen-ye  ar period...' p.258-259, m regard to the observance of he
month of Adar, Klein explains, Turing aleap year, I is the usual practice to do al t hangs that must be done 
during the month of Adar during first Adar, in conformity wfth the principle that me must not pass bX . 
precepts'(B. Pesactan 64b). Punm, however, is celebrated only during Second Adar(MshnahMegdah 
1:4).. ~p. 237.
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As much as Rabban Gamliel may have used the state of the harvest and the 

testimony of witnesses to determine the month he must also have been familiar with 

astronomical material and calculations because his yandson in later years makes jeat 

use of this subject matter. Gamliel (the jandson) said:

In addition to depending on the natural world to determine the calendar, Rabban 

Gamliel relied heavily on the testimony of witnesses to determine the new moon and 

instituted some innovations to ensure that fulfilling this mitzvah was not too onerous for 

the witness.

determination not based on calculations but on readily observable events in the natural 

world.

Rabban Gamliel may well have been very knowledgeable about the 

mathematical calculations for determining the new month and the intercalation of the

Of the innovations of Rabban Gamliel, there were some of 
yeat importance for his time. He introduced a new 
procedure for taking testimony regarding the beginning of 
a new month. When it was necessary to hear such 
testimony on a Sabbath, the witnesses were kept at Beth 
Yazek and they were not permitted to leave because of the 
Biblical prohibition that “no man shall leave his place". 
Rabban Gamliel amended this law to permit one to walk 
2000 ells in every direction from where one was..."64
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I have it on the authority of the house of my father's father 
that the renewal of the moon takes place after not less than 
twenty-nine days and a half and two-thirds of an hour and 
seventy-three halakin (parts of an hour)...65

64 Bader, p. 125. Based on Exodus 16:29.
65 B.RoshHashanah 25a.
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Yochanan ben Zakkai lived during the first century CE and was particularly active 

a leader between 40 and 80 CE.66 Following the destruction of the Temple in

Jerusalem in 70 CE, Yochanan Ben Zakkai established Yavneh as its replacement. 

Under his leadership, it served as the central meeting place for the Sanheckin and for 

the ritual practices of Jewish life. Yohanan ben Zakkai was one of Hillel’s students and 

was considered to be a yeat scholar. It is said of him that,

11

year, but it is clear that he used his astronomical backyound to supplement what he 

observed in the ayicultural and animal world in determining the calendar for his 

generation.

he did not leave [unstudied] Scripture, Mishna, Gemara, 
HaJachah , Aggadah, details of the Torah, details of the 
Scribes, inferences a minori as majus analogies, 
calendrical computations, gematnas, the speech of the 
Ministering Angels, the speech of spirits, and the speech of 
palm trees, fullers’ parables and fox fables,67 great matters 
or small matters.66

66 Stsinsdltz ARfcfcrcnccGuids p 31.

11:0].* Rm hi provides the parables, combined in asingle story. See also B. Ber^hot61b andKohenei 
Rabba Y: 14. Fora detailed discussion of foxfables in the ancient Near East see Byidt As 
Animal Proverb and the Assyrian Letter ABL 555*in Journal of Cuneiform Studies Vol.41/2 Autumn 1989, 
pp.187-193.
66 B. Sukkah 28a.
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i
Yohanan ben Zakkai's task at Yavneh was to adjust Jewish life, which was 

previously Temple-centered, to new existing conditions. He did this in regard to holiday 

and Shabbat observance, the offering of fruits and new crops, and in regard to the 

calendar.

Concerning the calendar Yohanan ben Zakkai "introduced measures that show 

his appreciation of reality.”69 Guttmann credits him with three innovations regarding 

witnesses of the new moon: 1) In the time of the Temple, witnesses were allowed to 

transgress the Shabbat in order to travel to testify about the new moon. Yochanan ben 

Zakkai restricts this practice, allowing the witnesses to transgress the Shabbat only for 

the months of Nisan and Tishri70. “The reason for this measure is that since we no 

longer have a sacrificial cult, the permission regarding the other months lost its 

justification.”71 2) Yochanan ben Zakkai restores an old practice. He allows for 

witnesses of the new moon to be admitted to the court all day long. The time for the 

admittance of witnesses had been restricted in Temple times because they caused a 

distraction to the Levitical priests.72 “After the destruction of the Temple, this Taqqanah 

had lost its meaning and therefore Yohanan ben Zakkai annulled it."73 3) Yochanan ben 

Zakkai “provides that the witnesses to the new moon should always go to the place of 

assembly, no matter where the head of the court may be at that time.74 Certainly this was 

a very practical measure implying that the head of the court...was not always at the 

assembly...when the witnesses of the new moon were expected to arrive..."75

69 Guttmann p. 192.
70 This interpretation is based on B.RoshHashanah 21b, and while we cannot prove that this as a historical 
fact the Talmudrc tradkion attributes this innovation to Yochanan ben Zakkai.
71 Guttmann p. 192.
72 Ms hnahRH 4:4. It Is hteresUng and yet und eartome why 4:4 is not Included fol owing 3:1.
73 Guttmann p. 192.
74 Mshnah RH4:4.
75 Guttmann p. 192.
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I

Gamliel II is one of the earliest Jewish astronomers. He is said to have made use 

of an instrument that allowed him to measure vast distances.77

Gamliel II (died 116 CE) was the jandson of Rabban Gamliel I and succeeded 

Yochanan ben Zakkai as Nasi in Yavneh in the year 80 CE. He was extremely 

knowledgeable about the calendar and astronomical calculations.

Yochanan ben Zakkai, like Gamliel before him, was knowledgeable about 

calculating the calendar but preserved the institution of witnesses and the determination 

of the calendar by citation.

Gamliel was well aware that a single calendar fa all the 
Jewish people was a conditio sine qua non fa their unity. 
Fa this reason, he devoted much of his wak to matters of 
calendation. Both Geonim and Karaites ascribe basic 
achievements to Gamliel in matters of calenckic 
calculations...Gamliel possessed knowledge in astronomy 
which he applied fa calenctic purposes. 76
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employed in regard to the moon and the calculation of the calendar.

A Tanna taught: R. Gamliel had a tube through which he 
could see at a distance of two thousand cubits aaoss the
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This passage continues to describe another tool used for measuring distances 

and while its use was not attributed to Gamliel, it was in use during the time of the 

Talmud.

If a man desires to prevent wild beasts from sheltering in 
the shadow of a jave [mound] let him insert a rod [in the 
ground] during the fourth hour of the day and observe in 
which direction its shadow inclines and then make [the 
mound] slope [from the jound] upwards and [from its top] 
downwards... 79

|

land and a corresponding distance across the sea. If a 
man desires to ascertain the depth of a ravine let him use a 
tube and by looking through it be in a position to ascertain 
the depth of the ravine, and if he wishes to ascertain the 
height of a palm-tree, let him measure his own height and 
the length of his shadow as well as that of the tree, and he 
will thus ascertain the height of the palm-tree.78

78 B. Erubin 43b.
79 B. Erubin 43b. F el dman suggests that this instrum ent is the Gnomon. "A vertical rod of knovj height 
fixed onasmooth horizontal plane, divided into degrees, etc. Bymeasunngthe direction and lengthof the 
shadow cast by the rod, the ancients were able to make astronomical measurements wth considerable 
accuracy.* p.83.
80 MishnahRH 2:8.
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Gamliel II made use as well, of charts depicting the various phases of the moon.
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Rabban Gamliel had diajams of the shapes of the moon 
on a tablet and on the wall of his upper chamber. These 
he used to show to the ordinary people, asking, "Didst thou 
see it like this, or like that?”80
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It has been taught: Rabban Gamliel said to the Sages: This 
formula has been handed down to me from the house of 
my father’s father: Sometimes it [the moon] traverses [the 
heavens] by a long course and sometimes by a long 
course...81

Under his leadership, the transition from determining the new month by 

calculation as opposed to by citation and the state of the crops continues to crystalize. 

His yandfather Rabban Gamliel I, was aware of calculation but still relied primarily on 

witnesses and seasonal determinations for determining the calendar. Rabban Gamliel I 

undoubtedly had an impact on his grandson’s passion for determining the calendar by 

calculation.

81 B.Ro3hHashanah25a.
82 Guttmann, p.203.

~p D'ornb j*i cnb ton s'jn 'C3 :
tn rr.yps N3&’ c'oyoi nonsz jcty xnx 'on rrsc ubrnpo 
2T2’ 1x12.0 j?t ht -2‘v° Trim 'on td pni'c

. 1 ixpo j;t x5 ht ixiod ym xin

Gamliel II knew about the motions of the heavens and may have felt he could 

calculate the appearance of the new moon more accurately than a witness could view it 

(it could be cloudy or the witness could mistakenly see a cloud...). There are scholars 

who believe, "it is quite possible that his knowledge was so substantial that the testimony 

of witnesses became a mere formality with him.”82 As sure as he was of his 

calculations, he did not dissolve the institution of witness to the new moon. By 

maintaining the witnesses and the formality of the proclamation, he kept the people 

involved in this aspect of determining the calencfrical structure of the community. The 

people maintained an involvement in a monthly ritual based on an observable natural 

event. This helped them to stay in tune with natural cycles of the land and the heavens
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and to continue in a close relationship with the natural events surrounding them in their 

daily lives.

i

Gamliel II was considered the leading astronomer of his generation. This is 

evidenced in a dispute he had with Rabbi Joshua ben Chananya (Rabbi Joshua) over 

the date of Yom Kippur as determined by their individual calculations.

He considered the testimony of witnesses to the 
appearance of the new moon so essential that he set no 
limit to the number of witnesses allowed to desecrate the 
Sabbath by traveling on it in order to testify before the Bet 
Din even though, according to the law, two witnesses are 
sufficient.83
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In this passage from the Mishnah, Rabban Gamliel and Rabbi Joshua are having 

a dispute over the correct calculation for the date of Yom Kippur. Rabban Gamliel. being 

the leading astronomical scholar and Nasi, challenges the validity of Rabbi Joshua’s 

calculation. He asks R. Joshua to come see him on Yom Kippur according to Joshua’s 

calculation which is not the same as Gamliel's (Gamliel asks Joshua to travel and to 

carry with him his staff and his money, all of which are violations of this most sacred 

day).®5 Rabbi Joshua then has a difficult decision to make. If he upholds his own 

calculations, and does not travel to see Gamliel on the appointed day, he contradicts the

I
N

Rabban Gamliel sent to him (to R. Joshua), 1 order thee to 
come to me with thy staff and thy money on the day that the 
Day of Atonement will fall according to thy calculation. 
(Which would not have been on the 10th of Tishri 
according to Rabban Gamliel’s computation). R. Akiba 
went and found him (R. Joshua) looking troubled. He said 
to him, “I can prove to thee that whatever Rabban Gamliel 
has done is decisive, for it is said, These are the appointed 
seasons of the Eternal, holy convocations, which ye shall 
proclaim, whether at their proper time a whether not at 
their right time, I have no other festivals than these.” He (R. 
Joshua) came to R. Dosa ben Hyrcanus who said to him, 
“If we desire to argue against the Court of Rabban Gamliel, 
we must argue against every Court that had arisen from the 
days of Moses until now, as it is said, Then went up Moses 
and Aaron, Nadab andAbihu and seventy of the elders of 
Israel. Why were not the names of the elders expressly 
mentioned? Just to teach us that any three persons who 
have risen up as a Court over Israel are like to the Court of 
Moses." He (R. Joshua) took his staff and his money in his 
hand and went to Jabneh to Rabban Gamliel on the day 
that the Day of Atonement fell in accordance with his (R. 
Joshua’s) reckoning. Rabban Gamliel stood up and kissed 
him on the head and said to him, “Come in peace, my 
master and my disciple! My master in wisdom, and my 
disciple because thou hast accepted my words.®4

64 Mbhnah RH 2:9.
85 Dr. David Weisberg points out that while Garniei was accurate in his caiculafion of the calendar he commits 
the sin of arrogance by demandhg that Joshuacome to him on Yom Kippur.



73
■

They once traveled on board a ship. R. Gamliel had with 
him some bread only, while R. Joshua had with him bread

authority and ability of the Nasi. And yet if he does travel to Gamliel on the appointed 

day, he (taws into question his own skill in calculating the calendar. Upon the advise of 

his colleagues, R. Akiba and R. Dosa ben Hyrcanus, he is convinced of the authority of 

Gamliel and consents to the Nasi’s calculations. Gamliel recognizes the difficulty of this 

decision and also the abilities of R. Joshua. Gamliel jeets him warmly, while at the 

same time asserting his own unique authority to determine the calendar.

Rabbi Joshua ben Chananya (Rabbi Joshua)

Joshua ben Chananya lived during the first and second centuries and was an 

active leader from 80110 CE.86 In spite of the dispute between Rabbi Joshua and 

Rabban Gamliel recorded in the Mishna, Rabbi Joshua was known to be an 

accomplished astronomer. He was knowledgeable about comets and may have been 

aware of what we know today as Halley’s comet.87 The following story is told of Rabbi 

Joshua and Rabban Gamliel:

86 Steinsaitz, A Reference Guide, p.31.
87 Feldman, *The starwith which R. Joshua was acquainted has been identified as Hailey's comet whose 
periodic time is about 75 years* Z. Brodetsky disputes this view, since one of the periodic returns of Halley's 
comet was in the year 66, whereas the |oumey of R. Gamliel was In the year 95. Nevertheless, It remains 
remarkablethat at least one comet was known to R.Joshuain the second century, about 1500 years before 
this phenomenon became known to even the most civilized nations, p.11 and 26. Stephenson and Walker 
in, Halley's Comet in History discuss es t h e hist ory of t h e o bservalion of Haile/s Comet. Iheyf ocus 
particularly on the ancient observations which took place in China and Babylonia. Regarding the comet in 66 
CE they write, 'Once again, the only careful description of this return is from China...The Jewish historian 
Josephus, who lived through the siege and fall of Jerusalem (AD 70), mentions several portents in yeas 
leading up to these events. Among these, 'astar, resembling asword, stood overthe city'. It is po«ible that 
this was an allusion to Halley’s comet in AD 66, but this can be no more than speculation, p.53, i heymaxe 
no mention of any Talmudic references about Halley’s com etin particular orcometsin general.
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In this particular case, Rabbi Joshua’s knowledge of the heavens is superior to 

Rabban Gamliel’s. Rabbi Joshua prepares for the likelihood that the comet could appear 

and cause a sailor to steer of course. Rabbi Joshua brings not only bread but also flour 

with which he can make more bread as necessary. Rabban Gamliel, despite his abilities 

fa calculation, came on the ship unaware of the possible appearance of the comet, and 

did not bring extra food with him in the event of a delay at sea. Their relationship is 

strengthened in that Rabbi Joshua shares the flour, and Rabban Gamliel recognizes 

Rabbi Joshua’s extensive knowledge of celestial events.

Rabbi Joshua’s passion fa objects in the heavens is evidenced in his comments 

to R. Eliezer.

Rabbi Joshua passes his interest and his skills in calendar computation on to his 

nephew Chananya.

and flour. When R. Gamliel’s bread was consumed he 
depended on R. Joshua’s flour. “Did you know" the famer 
asked him, “that we would be so much delayed that you 
brought flour with you?" The latter answered him, “A 
certain star rises once in seventy years and leads the 
sailas (who steer by their course) astray, and I suspected it 
might rise and lead us astray.” “You possess so much 
knowledge” the famer said to him...8®

When R. Eliezer fell sick, four elders went to visit him, R. 
Tarfon, R. Joshua, R. Eliezer b. Azariah, and R. Akiba...R. 
Joshua observed, “Thou art mae valuable to Israel titan 
the sun’s disk: the sun’s disk is but fa this wald, whilst my 
master is fa this wald and the next...89
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88 B.Horayoth 10a.
89 B. Sanhedrin 101a.
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With Chananya, the issues surrounding the calendar become even more 

complicated. No longer is the dispute over the calendar only an issue of citation vs. 

calculation. The determination of the calendar is now part of a political power struggle 

between the Sanhectin in Palestine and the somewhat autonomous Jewish authorities 

in Babylonia. The conflict becomes clear in the following story,

Chananya (Nephew of Rabbi Joshua ben Chananya)

Chananya lived from 80/90-160 CE, and while he was bom in Palestine, he lived 

much of his life in Babylonia. He went to Babylonia sometime before the year 130 CE, 

settling in Nehardea, to be protected from influences of sorcery. While he was there, he 

continued to maintain ties with Palestine but took authority fa himself in Babylonia, of 

which the Patriarchate in Palestine disapproved.90

Chananya was the yeatest of the scholars in Eretz Yisrael 
at the time of the Hadiatic persecutions which followed 
the BarKochba revolt in 135, and with his departure the 
power of the Sanhecfrin was diminished. As a result 
Chananya permitted himself "to intercalate the years and 
fix the new moons” in exile, in confamity with the halakha 
that the yeatest among the adained scholars of the 
generation may do so outside of Eretz Yisrael if he has not 
left his equal in the land. He continued to do so after the 
persecutions abated and Eretz Yisrael again became the 
center of Taah, because he regarded himself as the 
outstanding scholar of the generation and the scholars of 
Eretz Yisrael as inferia to him. The Jews of Babylonia 
followed his calendar, and in consequence the scholars of 
Eretz Yisrael took vigaous steps against him...91

90 NeusnerYoll, p.123.
91 Kaplan p. 1254.
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92 B. Berachot 63a.
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As a common calendar was a unifying element among all Jewish comunities, the 

Sanhedin felt that they alone had the prerogative and authority to "intercalate years and

■
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R. Safra said: R. Abbahu used to relate that when 
Chananya the son of R. Joshua’s brother went down to the 
Diaspora, he began to intercalate the years and fix the new 
moons outside Palestine. So they [the Beth din] sent after 
him two scholars. R. Jose b. Kippar and the jandson of R. 
Zechariah b. Kebutal. When he saw them, he said to them: 
Why have you come? They replied: We have come to 
learn Torah [from you]. He thereupon proclaimed: These 
men are among the most eminent of the generation. They 
and their ancestors have ministered in the 
sanctuary...Soon they began to declare clean what he 
declared unclean and to permit what he forbade. 
Thereupon he proclaimed: These men are worthless, they 
are good for nothing. They said to him: You have already 
built and you cannot overthrow, you have made a fence 
and you cannot break it down. (You cannot take away from 
us the name you have conferred on us) He said to them: 
Why do you declare clean when I declare unclean, why do 
you permit when I forbid? They replied: Because you 
intercalate the years and fix new moons outside of 
Palestine. He said to them: Did not Akiba son of Joseph 
intercalate years and fix new moons outside of Palestine? 
They replied: Don’t cite R. Akiba, who left not his equal in 
the Land of Israel. They said to him, The kids you left 
behind have become goats with horns, and they have sent 
us to you, bidding us, “Go and tell him in our name. If he 
listens, well and good; if not, he will be excommunicated. 
Tell also our brethren in the Diaspora [not to listen to 
him]...92
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Determining the calendar has become a symbol of authority and political power. 

Chananya’s actions make this vital issue public and far more complex. He asserts his 

own authority and the independence of his community from the the jurisdiction of the 

Sanhedrin in Palestine. This is only the beginning of a conflict that will long endure

fix new months”. When they heard that Chananya was doing this for the community in 

Babylonia they were upset and sent two emissaries to put a stop to it. R. Jose and the 

grandson of R. Zechariah traveled to Babylonia, and Chananya misinterpreted ther visit 

as being a tribute to his authority as a scholar (they had come all that distance to study 

with him I). They in turn set about to disprove his ability and authority in Nehaerdea by 

contradicting his rulings. When he confronts them they explain they are doing this 

because he has taken too much power for himself by, intercalating years and fixing new 

months, outside of Palestine (away from the seat of the Sanheckin). They explain that R. 

Akiba could do this outside of the Land of Israel because he was the outstanding scholar 

of the generation. Chananya, they uphold, has been surpassed by others and that 

because those leading sages are within the land of Israel they and not Chananya have 

supreme authority to intercalate years and fix new months. They threaten him with 

excommunication and attempt to reassert the authority of the Sanheckin in Israel to the 

community in Babylonia. Chananya does not heed this threat, and the community 

continues to view him as their authority despite the emissaries sent from the Sanheckin.

Since control over the calendar was regarded as the 
prerogative of the Palestinian patriarchate, and since that 
prerogative represented a source of potential authority and 
power over the conduct of Judaism throughout the world, 
the patriarch, probably R. Simeon b. Gamliel, disapproved 
rather strongly of Chananya’s action.93
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His positive relationship with the Babylonian community provided an opportunity 

for there to be unity between the two communities concerning matters of the calendar, 

during his lifetime. While the conflict over intercalation of the year and determination of 

the new month had taken place between Chananya and the Sanhedin, under Judah 

Hanasi there was no conflict.

Judah Hanasi (Judah I, Rabbi, Rabbenu Hakodesh)

Judah Hanasi lived during the later half of the second century and the beginning 

of the third century. When he was the head of the Sanhedin it convened at Bet Shearim 

and later at Sepphoris. He is considered to be the primary redactor of the Mishna and 

while he ruled in Palestine, he was respected by sages in Babylonia and was 

recognized by them as being the supreme authority.

between the centrality of Israel for the Jewish people vs. the power of diaspora 

communities.94

In his relations with the Babylonia Diaspora Judah Hanasi 
displayed...concession and strength: the Nasi was king 
with none superior to him...Furthermore, the inclusion of 
Babylonian sages in his intimate circle helped to cement 
Judah Hanasi’s ties with the important Babylonian 
Diaspora.95

Judah Hanasi was extremely knowledgeable about matters concerning the 

calendar and is known for having made several innovations. “He...abolished the fire

94 See Aon for an additional explanation of I his conf Set between Palestine and the (fas p ora comm unities.
95 EncydopaediaHebraicain Encyclopedia Judaica, Yol.X p.370.
96 EncydopaediaHebnaicain Encyclopedia Judaica, Yol.X p.370. lnJ.Nedarim6.840a,thenamel3 
wrongly given as Rabbi-see B. Berachot 63b.

At all events there is no reference to an attempt at 
intercalating the year in Babylonia as had been done in the 
preceding generation...96
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The second significant contribution that Judah Hanasi made concerning the 

calendar was to move the seat of the court for the regulation of the calendar.

..the conclusion would be that at the beginning of the third 
century, the seat of all calendar regulation was moved by 
R. Judah I from Judah to Galilee. The immediate reason 
for this change seems to have been a political one, as 
evidenced by the death of 24 ken'ot and also hinted at in 
external sources. It is very probable, however, that in 
addition to these considerations, it must have been largely 
motivated by the fact that the Nasi had been living in 
Galilee..."

'FliKltZTD1

Judah Hanasi also introduced some leniencies regarding calendation. He 

allowed a murderer to testify about the new moon or to serve as a messenger. He 

allowed indirect testimony in regard to the new moon. And,he allowed messengers to 

leave for respective destinations the evening before the proclamation if the time of the 

new moon was evident.100 These leniencies may be indications that Judah Hanasi was 

so confident in his ability to calculate the accuracy of the calendar that even witnesses

ptriro rn nwia

.pxxi-

Beforetime they used to light beacons, but after the 
Samaritans caused jeat harm, they enacted that 
messengers should go forth.98

signals announcing the new month and instead in introduced regulations calculated to 

expedite both the hearing of witnesses and the dispatch of messengers...”97 Until this 

time, news of the arrival of the new month had been communicated by fire signals to the 

distant communities in Babylonia.

97 Encyclopaedia Hebraic* in Encyclopedia Judaica, Vol.X p.369. 5eeJ.Ro3hHashanah2:1,58a.
98 MishnahRH 2:2.
99 Weiss, p.276. See Appendix Bformap displaying the various seats of calendar determination.
100 Guttmann, p.252.
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This nickname is used only once in the Babylonian Talmud but numerous other 

passages establish Samuel as a leading astronomer of the period.104

Samuel lived from 180-257 CE in Babylonia. He was born, and primarily 

educated in Nehardea by his father Abba bar Abba. While he studied in Palestine, he 

was never ordained as a rabbi. Despite not having s 'michah from Palestine, Samuel 

went on to become a leading authority of his generation in Babylonia. Samuel was 

“allegedly short, with a big stomach, swarthy and had large teeth."101 He was known to 

be “a man of considerable wealth. He had fields, which others worked, held slaves and

engaged in commerce..."102

Samuel was known by the nickname “Yarhina’ah”, from the wad moon a month, 

meaning Lunar Expert a Astronomer.103

lacking moral qualities could serve and that even their departure was simply a 

confirmation of his pria calculations.

i
101 Neusner Vol. II, p. 134. (From B.Nedarim 50b)
102 Neusner Vol. II, p. 135.
103 B. BabaMetzia 65b . . .
104 Regarding B. Baba Metzia 85b: Neusner, Vol.II.suspects,-theslorywasinvented
to explain why he never received ordination in Palestine, perhaps by a disciple eager to defend his mas e s 
reputation. But I do not think it is historically reliable/ p. 136.
105 Neusner VolII, p.141.

In his day Samuel was regarded as the greatest Jewish 
astronomer, and this probably meant astrologer as well. 
We have noted how he linked blood letting with the 
position of Mars (B. Shabbat 129b). In a late source (Deut. 
Rabba 8:6) he allegedly treated his astrological knowledge 
with a measure of embarrassment.105

’□m rrcx nxrrrr
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1) What are ZIKIN? Samuel said: A comet. Samuel also 
said: I am as familiar with the paths of heaven as with the 
streets of Nehardea, with the exception of the comet, about 
which I am ignorant. There is a tradition that it never 
passes through the constellation of Orion, for if it did, the 
world would be destroyed. But we have seen it pass 
through? Its brightness passed through, which made it 
appear as if it passed through itself... What is meant by 
KI MAH [Pleiades]? Samuel said: About a huncked [ke’me- 
ah] stars. Some say they are close together; others say 
they are scattered...106
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2) Samuel stated:The vernal equinox occurs only at the 
beginning of one of the four quarters of the day viz., either

106 B. Berachot 58b. Job 9:9 mentions this constellation in addition to two others, "...rib'S*) ’yos 
WD...Who made the Bear and Orion, Pleiades, and the chambers of the south wind.'Amos in 5:8 
writes, rwa... Who made the Pleides and Orion...' There has long been discussion and debate 
am on g sag es an d sc h olars c one emin g t h e i d entificati on of t h es e vari o us c onst ellati ons. LXX translat es 
h IT 5 as On on rat her than Pleiades. The description of this constellation given by Samuel is very similar to 
that given byHARey, The Stars: A New Way to See Them (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1976), 
'...this group of faint stars looks, at first glance, like a tiny silver could, but watching closer you can distinguish 
sixindiMdual start ets...The Pleiades are unmistakable...'p.42.

His familiarity with the heavenly motions and his ability to determine a calendar 

are testified to in the following two passages:
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Just as Chananya’s knowledge and ability to calculate the calendar forced him to 

be in involved in a power struggle with the authorities in Palestine so too was Samuel in 

conflict with the Sanhedin over his ability to determine the calendar. This conflict is 

apparent in the correspondence that takes place between Samuel and R. Johanan.109

Samuel took his study of astronomy and astrology seriously but as can be seen 

from the following source he recognized their priority in contrast to Torah study.

Another explanation: What is the meaning of. “It is not in 
heaven?” Samuel said: The Torah is not to be found 
amongst astrologers whose work is to gaze at the heavens. 
People said to Samuel: Lo, you are an astrologer, and yet 
you are also jeat in the Torah. Whereupon he replied: I 
only engage in astrology when I am free from studying the 
Torah. When is that? When I am in the bath.10®

107 B. Erubin 56a.
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at the beginning of the day or at the beginning of the night 
or at midday or at midnight. The summer solstice only 
occurs either at the end of one and a half, or at the end of 
seven and a half hours of the day or the night. The 
autumnal equinox only occurs at the end of three, or nine 
hours of the day a night, and the winter solstice only 
occurs at the end of four and a half, or ten and a half hours 
of the day or the night. The duration of a season of the 
year is no longer than ninety-one days and seven and a 
half hours; and the beginning of a season is removed from 
that of the other by no more than one half of a planetary 
hour.107
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During the lifetime of Rab, R. Johanan used to add-ess him 
(Rab) thus in his letters: Greetings to our Master in 
Babylon! After Rab’s death R. Johanan used to add-ess 
Samuel thus: Greetings to our colleague in Babylon! Said 
Samuel to himself, “Is there nothing in which I am his 
master?” He thereupon sent [to R. Johanan] the 
calculations for the intercalation of months for sixty years. 
Said [R. Johanan], “he only knows mere calculations”. So 
he [Samuel] wrote out and sent [R. Johanan] thirteen camel 
loads of questions concerning doubtful cases of trefa 
Said R. Johanan], "It is clear that I have a Master in 
Babylon, I must go and see him So he said to a child, “Tell 
me the [last] verse you have learnt. He answered "Now 
Samuef was dead" Said R. Johanan, “This means that 
Samuel has died”. But it was not the case; Samuel was not 
dead then, and [this happened] only that R. Johanan 
should not trouble himself.110
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This passage from the Babylonian Talmud reflects the bias that R. Johanan and 

many other Palestinian sages had against their colleagues in Babylonia. R. Johanan 

recognized no authority outside of Palestine except for Rav, his senior classmate under 

Judah II, with whom he corresponded, adckessing him as “our master in Babylon”. 

Samuel merits this term of respect (being called Master rather than colleague) only after 

the death of Rav. R. Johanan g-ants him this respect after he not only shows his skill in 

the calendar determination (which R. Johanan sees as mere “calculations ) but also his 

ability to determine issues of kashrut.
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The conflict between Palestine and Babylonia was not only one of theoretical 

power. Concerning control of the calendar there were very specific and concrete 

reasons for the conflict to develop. Because the calendar was determined in Palestine 

and word of the new month and festival celebrations had to be sent by messenger to the 

Jews of Babylonia, the Babylonian Jews very often had to observe two days of festivals 

to ensure that they occurred on the correct day.

Evidence of Samuel’s ability to determine the calendar and the rejection of his 

calculations is found in the following passage:

It is probable that Shemuel was most incensed because 
Babylonian Jews had to depend on messengers from 
Palestine to inform them of leap years as well as the dates 
of holidays. The Jews of Babylonia had to celebrate an 
additional day each holiday because of this custom despite 
the fact that Shemuel had astronomically calculated the 
order of the leap years and the exact time of the 
holidays...111

I am quite able to make a calendar for the whole of the 
Diaspora. Said Abba the father of R. Simlai112 to Samuel: 
Does the Master know [the meaning] of this remark which 
occurs in [the Baraitha known as] the secret of the 
Calendar] “If the new moon is born before midday or after 
midday?” He relied: I do not. He then said to him: Since

ION
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111 Baderp.678. , , . .. . . . .
112 R. Simlai, an ammora, lived in the second half of the third centuryCE. HewasbominNehardeabu 
spent most of his life in Eretz Yisrael. Formore background information about him see Encyclopedia Judaea, 
XIV: 1574. Whether his father had an allegiance to Palestine or t o BabM onia is unknown but I would 
speculate that he favored Palestinian authorityand this is the basis of his rebuke of Samuel.
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Between the years of 200-500 CE, Eretz Yisrael underwent some radical 

upheavals. Roman authority was unstable, lacking a central government; thus the power 

of Christianity increased and as a result pressure was increased on the Jewish

Samuel is significant in the study of the Hebrew calendar because he displays 

accurate knowledge of many astronomical phenomena. He is also an important 

contributor to the development of the Hebrew calendar during the Rabbinic period 

because he provides clear evidence that the Jewish community in Babylonia was able to 

determine the calendar for themselves, without the Bet Din in Palestine.

Hillel II, the son of Judah Nesiah and the g-andson of Gamliel IV, lived in 

Palestine from 330-365 CE. According to Hai Gaon, quoted in Sefer Ha-lbbur by 

Abraham bar Hiyya, he is credited with being the individual who made public the formula 

for calculating the calendar. “Hillel II published Sod ha-/bbur{lte Secret of 

Intercalation”) and Kevi'uta de-Yarha^te Fixing of the New Month”) in 356 CE.”114 As 

has been previously discussed,115 the calculations for determining the calendar had 

long been known among the rabbis, yet Hillel Il’s publication of them is a significant 

event in the recorded history of the Hebrew calendar. Nachmanides explains,

From the time of Hillel...in the year 670 of the Selucid era, 
4118 AM [358 CE] the Sanheckin in Eretz Yisrael ceased 
and it ceased to have experts, and it was he who regulated 
the order of intercalation, reckoned the years and fixed the 
months of generations to come...”116

113 B.RoshHashanah 20b.
114 Horowitz, p.484.
115 See Chapter! of this wort:.
116 Sef erHaZakkut (EncyclopediaJudaica, YW:484).

the Master does not know this, there must be other things 
which the Master does not know.113
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Despite the unrest and tremendous obstacles, Jewish life continued in Eretz 

Yisrael with the Sanhecfrin retaining the “authority to fix the date of each new month (and 

thus the dates of the Festivals), to intercalate the years, and to ordain Rabbis.”11® This 

autonomy did not endure, and ultimately ended with the abolition of the position of Nasi 

early in the fifth century (429 CE). That event was foreshadowed when Hillel II 

relinquished control over the calendar, a central and pivotal institution in communal 

Jewish life.

communities. A downward cycle ensued for the community, beginning with an increase 

in taxation which undermined the economy. Security was affected, and persecution and 

suppression of Jews and Jewish life continued to rise. Consequently, many Jews left 

Eretz Yisrael, and Torah study as well as the development of leaders radically 

declined.117

117 Steinsaltz.AReferenceGuidep.12.
118 Steinsaftz.AReference Guide p. 13.
119 Steinsaltz. AReference Guide, p. 13.

...As political pressure on the Jews of Eretz Yisrael 
increased, many attempts were made to diminish the status 
of the Nasi and interfere with the relationship between him 
and the Jewish Diaspora in Babylonia. In 358 C.E., the 
head of the Sanhecfrin, Hillel II, fixed the Jewish calendar 
by calculation for all future generations, renouncing the 
Nasi’s right to perform this act and thus his authority 
throughout the Jewish world...119

In the face of social and political upheaval and conflict, Hillel II felt a need to 

preserve the integrity of the vital institutions of Jewish life. Fearing the implications if 

central Jewish authority became dispersed, he made an effort to give authority in 

advance. Kitov provides this description of how Hillel II might have responded to the 

conflict. Hillel II,

...saw the ever more frequent and intense persecutions to 
which gentile governments subjected Israel; and when he 
saw that the number of disciples worthy of semichah was
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This information about Hillel II making public the “secret” for the calculation of the 

calendar can be misunderstood to mean that it was not until 358 CE that the Hebrew 

calendar was determined by calculation. Evidence has shown that the Hebrew calendar 

was calculated much before this date, and thus a different significance must be found for 

Hillel Il’s historical action. Mantel argues,

In view of the fact that the courts in Palestine continued to 
fix the calendar up to the 12th century, it seems unlikely 
that Hillel II formulated the calendar in 359 CE because he 
feared the disappearance of competent courts to perform 
this function. It is more likely that he did so in order to help 
the communities which were too far from Palestine to be 
notified in time concerning the dates of the festivals.121

Hillel Il’s primary reason might have been anxiety over the disappearance of 

competent courts, or it could have been a fear that the Diaspora communities would be 

uniformed. However, because in both cases there were knowledgeable scholars and 

sages in Babylonia who could competently fill these functionary duties, these are not, in 

my opinion, the dominant reasons for Hillel II to have taken this action.

Hillel Il’s true motivation for making public the calculations of the calendar may 

never be known to us, but I would speculate that it had more to do with the preservation 

of Jewish communal institutions than any other factor. By making public the "secret” of 

the calendar, Hillel II gave authority not only to the rabbis but to all people to participate

diminishing more and more, he feared lest the government 
prohibit any further sanctification of the months...He and his 
Beit Din...arose and adopted a standard system fa 
calculating the new months and festivals till the time of our 
final redemption. They sanctified in advance all the new 
months to be observed in accad with their calculation, and 
the sanctity of Rosh Chodesh therefae adheres to every 
Rosh Chodesh, when it arrives in accad with our 
calendar.120

12» KRov,¥ol.l, p.230.
121 Mantel, p.187.
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in determination of the calendar. No longer was the appearance of the new moon 

determined by witnesses and the month sanctified by the court. It was widely known and 

accessible to any who wished to master the calculations.

The control of the calendar and determination of the dates of the festivals was, 

and still is, vital to all Jewish communities. We are united despite time and distance 

because we all celebrate “Pesach in Aviv”122 and “Sukkot at the Turning of the Year”.123 

Hillel II knew the importance of preserving this unity, and, in the face of political 

oppression and persecution, he determined that public knowledge of how to maintain 

these festivals in their proper time was necessary. While his action may have distanced 

people from observing the cycles of the moon, he preserved the essential ajicultural 

origins of the holidays, ensuring that they would be celebrated in their proper time.

122 Exodus 23:15,34:18. Fora discussion of Awsee Chapterl of this wok. Fora discussion of Pesach 
see ChapterlY of this work.
123 Exodus 23:16. For a discussion of Sukkot see ChapterlY of this wotk.
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INTRODUCTION

The connection between moon and month in the Biblical period has already 

been discussed,1 as has the ability of various sages to calculate the appearance of the 

new moon in the Rabbinic period.2 What has not yet been explored in this document is 

the ritual celebration which accompanied the appearance of the New Moon in both the 

Biblical and Rabbinic periods. The celebration of the moon has endured until this day 

and its contemporary forms of expression also warrant exploration.

Throughout the course of history, this 29-30 day cycle of renewal has developed 

variety of associations and expressions. Historically, Rosh Chodesh was 

commemorated with sacrifices and offerings made to God in thanks for causing the moon 

to reappear in the night sky. Later in history, a formal declaration made the month official 

and expressed the joy of renewal felt by the community and the individual. Rosh 

Chodesh developed the qualities of a festival and thus an abstention from work, 

especially on the part of women, came to be associated with its celebration. In addtion, 

Rosh Chodesh came to be associated with redemption,3 with the Shekhinah and with 

the fertility cycle.

Contemporary observances of Rosh Chodesh have replaced the offering of 

sacrifices and the formal declaration with liturgy to be read in either a synagogue or 

home setting. Observation of the new moon has re-emerged as a ritual among

Chapter III 
CELEBRATING THE NEW MOON

Historical and Contemporary Formats for Welcoming the New Month

1 See Chapter I of this work.
Vnoonths/ beginning ^th the nevmoon end qciig through Is phases. p.xx.

ever-renesJng quaity of "t he net urai phenomena creeled byGod.
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Observing and celebrating the New Moon has historically tfrawn people doser to 

the cydes of the nature and to God their creator. Reviving this practice of observation 

and celebration can help us today to be more aware of the cydes and to strengthen our 

role as caretakers of God’s creation.

scientists and amateur astronomers and now awaits the re-adoption by liberal Jewish 

communities. The association of women with Rosh Chodesh has led women’s youps to 

form; gathering each month to celebrate the Shekhinah and the renewal and redemptive 

qualities of the New Moon.

Ancients and modems share a romantic fasdnation with the moon as our only 

natural satellite and because it combines qualities of constancy and remoteness in our 

lives.4 What emerges concerning the celebration of the New Moon from both a historic 

and contemporary perspective is that people have long felt a need to observe the moon 

and to celebrate its reappearance in the night sky. We have long needed to praise God 

for causing this to happen and for creating the cydes that define our days, months and 

years.

According to Rabbinic tradition, a person who witnesses an 
important or stirring phenomenon is obliged to pronounce 
a benediction5. Since a pious Jew offers praise and 
thanksgiving to the Creator whenever he [a she] becomes 
aware of the mirade of creation, the appearance of the 
new moon, with its blessings of light and hope, obviously 
calls for a benediction.’*

4 See Mtoea Elade, The Moon and Is Mystique,'EsUffifijOt 
pp.154-185.
5 B. Berachot 54aff, 59b 
8 Isaac Klein, p.266-267. See Orach Hayim 426:1;Maimonides,Hfchot Berakhot 10:16.
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The nature of this new moon sacrifice was puzzling to the rabbis of the Talmud 

and as a result they spin out a fantastic story to explain its unique significance. They 

respond to Numbers 28:15 and strive to create a reason for the addtional new moon 

offering that is described.

And on your joyous occasions-your fixed festivals and 
new moon days-you shall sound trumpets over your burnt 
offerings and your sacrifices of well being. They shall be a 
reminder of you before your God: I the Lord am your God.®

HISTORICAL CELEBRATIONS OF THE MOON

Sacrifices

The festive nature of this day, was characterized in Biblical times by blasts of the 

shofar and special offerings in the Temple.

On your new moons you shall present a burnt offering to 
the Lord: two bulls of the herd, one ram, and seven 
yearling lambs without blemish...And there shall be one 
goat as a sin offering to the Lord, to be offered in addrtion 
to the regular burnt offering and its libation.7

7 Numbers 28:11,15. See also, Deuteronomy 16:1,10beervethenevmoon of Abibend offers passover 
sacrifice to the Lord yourGod, fort was at the nevmoon of Abib, at night, that the Lord freed you from 
Egypt *
• Numbers 10:10. Based on BIbicai dtationsGaster develops the folovAng theoryconcerning celebration 
of the moon. The ancient pagan cut was however, adopted offidalyln Judah by the apostate IGng 
Menasseh 687-641 BCE4l3ngs 21:3,5) and ws maintained by other rulers and by the popJace £

popular custom to salute t reverently as t 'sated in beauty (Job 31:26-27). p.436.
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9 Genesb 1:16.
10 Genesis 1:14.
11 Numbers 28:15.
12 B.Hi*n60b. See also MjdraghHMadoi, Pinches 15.
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R. Simeon b. Pazzi pointed out a contradiction [between 
verses]. One verse says, And God made two peat lights 
9... and immediately the verse continues, Thegeat 
light..and the lesser light. The moon said, unto the Holy 
One, blessed be He, ‘Sovereic^ of the Universe! Is it 
possible for two kings to wear one crown? He answered, 
‘Go then and make thyself smaller’. ‘Sovereign of the 
Universe! cried the moon, ‘Because I have suggested that 
which is proper must I then make myself smaller? He 
replied, ‘Go. And thou wilt rule by day and by night’. ‘But 
what is the value of this? cried the moon; ‘Of what use is a 
lamp in broad daylight? He replied, ‘Go. Israel shall 
reckon by thee the days and the years’. ‘But it is 
impossible’, said the moon, “to do without the sun fa the 
reckoning of the seasons, as it is written, And let them be 
forsigis, and for seasons, and for days and years ‘Go.
The righteous shall be named after thee as we find, Jacob 
the Small, Samuel the Small, David the Small. On seeing 
that it would not be consoled the Holy One, blessed be He, 
said, ‘Bring an atonement fa Me fa making the moon 
smaller’. This is what was meant by R. Simeon b. Lakish 
when he declared, Why is it that the he-goat offered on the 
new moon is distinguished in that there is written 
concerning it unto the LordVy Because the Holy One, 
blessed be He, said, Let this he-goat be an atonement fa 
Me fa making the moon smaller.12
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In addition to answering the question of R. Simeon b. Lakish, this passage 

provides a wealth of information about the balance between the sun and the moon that is 

inherent in the Hebrew calendar. It also is an attempt by the rabbis to raise the status of 

the moon, (not to make it better than the sun, but to help it become equal) despite its 

small size. This is achieved homiletically by associating the small moon with great 

(small) leaders of the Jewish people. According to Plaut, "this is an oblique way of 

suggesting that God atones for Israel’s sufferings, for Israel is compared to the moon, 

pale during history’s daylight hours, and shining only in its nighttime."13

Rejoicing

Shofar blasts and sacrifices in the Temple reflect the centralized observance, 

but there are a variety of local observances that also took place. While the importance of 

the moon for determining the calendar of the Israelite people is clearly established in the 

Biblical period and the details describing the celebration of the "new moon days* come 

from a variety of Biblical texts, the overriding characteristic of this monthly observance 

was rejoicing. It was a time of great festivity. The prophet Hosea in foretelling God’s 

punishment to the people proclaims, "And I will end all her rejoicing: Her festivals, new 

moons and sabbathe-All her festive seasons."14

Rejoicing on the new moon day took place in a variety of ways ckring the Biblical 

period. There were those who participated in worship, those who ate special meals and 

those who were sure to be ritually dean.

One form of rejoidng was the worship of God. Isaiah’s condemnation of the 

people for their insincere sacrifices indicates that worship was a common way of 

celebrating the new moon.

13 Ptemt. The Torah: AModemC
14 Hmml2:13.
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Worship on the new moon day may also have included visits to the local holy 

men. In the story of Elisha and the Shunammite woman, when their young son dies she 

takes him to the man of God. Elisha questions this action giving us the impression that 

visiting the man of God was an event that took place only on the Sabbath and the new 

moon days.

...Then she called to her husband: “Please, send me one of 
the servants and one of the she-asses, so I can hurry to the 
man of God and back.” But he said, “Why are you going to 
him today? It is neither new moon not Sabbath.” She 
answered, “It is all ritjht.”1®

While the prophet Isaiah condemns the people for offering sacrifices and prayers 

to God as they participate in immoral and unjust behavior, he also speaks to the people 

of the enckring practice of worship. He foretells of a day when sincere worship will take 

place on a continual basis, “on every new moon and Sabbath, regularly.”1®

And new moon after new moon, And Sabbath after 
Sabbath, All flesh shall come to worship me-Said the 
Lord.17

Bringing oblations is futile, 
Incense is offensive to Me. 
New moon and sabbath, 
Proclaiming of solemnities, 
Assemblies with iniquity, 
I cannot abide.
Your new moons and fixed seasons fill me with loathing; 
They are become a burden to Me, 
I cannot endure them.15

15 Isaiah 1:13-14.
16 SI otkj.SorxanoCommentervto Isaiah. P-326. . , „

Lamentations and Ecclesiastes for the same reason, p.326. . w x>n
w I Kings 4:22-23. htha ^oncinoCommwitwytol ^R®^dDr bracl
these days a vtst to the prophet would be usual'
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Local observances of the new moon days took on many different forms, but by 

piecing them together, we can construct a general picture of the festivities that took place 

in the villages during the Biblical period. 21 What can be reconstructed about this 

celebration is that it was a time of great rejoicing. There was an abstention from 

participation in the activities of commerce. Individuals were involved in: worship, making 

visits to the local men of God, eating festive meals, and being in a state of ritual purity.22

... David hid in the field. The new moon came, and the king 
sat down to partake of the meal. When the king took his 
usual place on the seat by the wall, Jonathan rose and 
Abner sat down at Saul’s side; but David's place remained 
vacant. That day, however, Saul said nothing. “It’s 
accidental," he thought. “He must be unclean and not yet 
deansed." But on the day after the new moon, the second 
day, David’s place was vacant again...20

The observance of Rosh Chodesh may have involved a special meal. When 

David speaks with Jonathan, David indicates he is to eat with the king on the occasion of 

the new moon, thereby dstinguishing it from other days. Tomorrow is the new moon, 

and I am to sit with the king at the meal..."10 From this same story, there is also an 

indication that on the “new moon days" individuals were to be ritually dean. I Samuel 

describes an incident between Saul, David and Jonathan which took place on the New

« Ptaut concludes, The appearance dthenevmoor
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Declaration and Blessing

With the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and the establishment of the 

Sanhedin, special offerings were no longer brought and the format for the celebration of 

Rosh Chodesh changed. Celebration focused on the declaration of the month by the 

court and the formulaic response of the witnessing community. This ceremony came to 

be known as kiddush hachodesh, The Sanctification of the New Month.23

As the Jewish community dispersed and authority was no longer centralized in 

Palestine, a separate ceremony developed which did not involve the court but focused 

drectly on the individual who saw the new moon. This ritual was not limited to the day 

following the appearance of the New Moon at the seat of the Sanhedrin. It could be 

practiced as long as the moon was in its waxing stage, by any individual, in any outdoor 

setting. This ceremony, kiddush ievanah or bkkat hahvanah, The Sanctification or 

Blessing of the Moon,24 is separate and distinct from the ritual described in the Mishna. 

Evidence of this ritual can be found in the Jerusalem Talmud,25 the Babylonian Talmud2® 

and in Exodus Rabba.27 Regarding its chronological development Arian concludes,

In short, by the end of the Amoraic period, the custom had 
been established to bless the moon monthly, the first time 
the new moon was sighted, in a standing position. The 
blessing itself had been fixed. That is all we know of the 
ceremony itself25

ceremonies. Dr. DeMdWeteberg shored thtosMerl^h me end I hop^th^«^o expire the

the Consecration of the Moon, or areafcJlied

Kiddush Ievanah*
28 J. Berachot 9:2.
28 B.Senhedrin41b-42a.
27 Exodus Rabba 15:24.
28 Aden, p. 19-20.
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Seeing the crescent for the first time each month was a time of thanksgiving; a 

time of offering thanks and praise to God for once again renewing the moon and bringing 

with that renewal a hope for the ultimate redemption of the Jewish people. Evidence of

The rabbis recognized that not only was the formal declaration of Rosh Chodesh 

a joyous time, but the actual citing of the moon by any indvidial was an opportunity to 

praise God the Creator. As Neusner reminds us,

The blessings for the budding tress in spring and for violets 
remind us that the rabbis were deeply sensitive to the 
yandeur of nature and eager to respond to its blessings 
with an appropriate benediction.30

Once a month, on a dear night (preferably a Saturday 
night) when the moon is waxing (i.e., during the first two 
weeks of the lunar month, or, more precisely, from he third 
to the fifteenth night of the lunar month) Jews gather 
outdoors. They recite parts of Psalms 148 and 8, and then 
a blessing which praises God for creating the heavenly 
spheres and for renewing the months. They praise God 
the Creator four times, using four synonyms the first letters 
of which form an acronym for the name Yaakov. They then 
“dance” three times, and say three times that they hope 
ther enemies have as drfficutt a time reaching them as they 
have just had reaching the moon. They recite a single 
verse from Exodus, forward and backward three times. 
They mention David, King of Israel, and his eternity. They 
then greet each other three times with the fractional 
shalom 'aleikhem , and respond to each other three times 
with ‘aleikhem shalom. They recite what can only be 
described as an incantation for good luck, and then two 
lines from Song of Songs. They continue with two 
statements from the Talmud emphasizing the importance of 
blessing the moon monthly. Another line from Song of 
Songs follows, and then a prayer of kabbalistic origin, 
composed mainly of fragments of Biblical verses. The 
ceremony concludes with the recitation of Psalms 121,150 
and 67.w

J* Aten, p. 1-2. Adetaled outlne of the rubrics ofthto ceremony can befoirdh Ariarrt vok on pages 5-7.
30 Neusnerl,p,167.



98

this can be seen when R. Ashi in the name of R. Judah cites this prayer that was offered 

by the Babylonian people,

Offering blessings in appreciation of natural phenomena is a practice that while 

formalized by the rabbis of the Talmud has long existed. It has long been the innate 

response of humans to respond to the magnificence of God’s natural world with words of 

awe and praise. These spontaneous exclamations and well crafted benedictions 

express our feelings of wonder that only God is able to make these majestic sghts. 

Observing these awesome events and recognizing that they are beyond our power to 

create or recreate can help us to recognize that we, the tenants of this planet, need to 

care for the creations of God and preserve their beauty. We need to do more than just 

bless these beautiful occurrences; we need to be actively involved in maintaining ther 

continued existence so that futire generations can also marvel at and praise the

Praised art Thou, 0 Lord our God, who created the 
Heavens with His word, and their fixed hosts with the 
breath of His mouth. He appointed unto them fixed laws 
and times, that they should not change their ordnance. 
They rejoice and are glad to do the will of their Creator. 
They work truthfully, for their action is truth. The moon He 
ordered that she should renew herself as a crown of 
beauty for those whom He sustains from the womb, and 
who will, like it, be renewed in the futire, and magnify their 
Maker in the name of the glory of His kingdom. Blessed art 
Thou, 0 Lord, who renewest the moons.31

“pna ’3130 xsiyoh ’e\x 3nb xnx on 
pri w ’xnri'b -exo'enn enno 

^IIVT 31 12X1 ,111,1’ 3113 xSx '3130 
nrOlC'jTRP X13 112X23 1C’X['131J ~]1~13J 
W’ xbiy c,nb jrc fen pin exes 53 rs 

ncx [nbiyDty rox ’5yio ozip pn nvyb arisen c'ce’ ci'psn nx 
jznnnnb pi'ny pie’ [toa 'C\sy5mxen may ennrrwnsx ,ij355i 
c'c-’in ennn 'n ,nnx "|ii3 inisbs 1133 ce* by anvi’b nxcbi nnisa

31 B. Sanhedrin 42a.
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woncfrous cycles of creation. The challenge for us is to transfer our good habits of 

observation and offering benedictions to developing the good habits that are required of 

us to be caretakers of God’s creation.

Listen to this, you who devour the needy, annihilating the 
poor of the land, saying, “If only the new moon were over, 
so that we could sell yain..."32

Amos, in preaching to the people provides evidence that on Rosh Chodesh the 

Israelites did not participate in selling grain. He refers only to the abstention from selling, 

he makes no mention of the Israelites abstaining from other activities or types of labor.

This theme is developed in later Jewish texts. The Babylonian Talmud, in a 

discussion about the number of readers of the Torah on various days makes a passing 

reference to Rosh Chodesh. In the Talmudic text there is no mention about the role of 

women, and only a brief comment concerning the practice of abstaining from work on 

Rosh Chodesh.

Women and the Abstention from Work

In addition to rejoicing and blessing, a third aspect of celebrating the New Moon 

involved an abstention from work. This practice may have, at some time, extended to all 

members of the community, but it ultimately came to be associated particularly with 

women. The practice appears to begin in the Biblical period as the prophet Amos 

describes,

32 Atim 8:4-5. Rev. Dr. A Cohen, In the SondhP tatt erto °
menner,‘Detels of the exploration of the P®»^^^ffiSlh?d^beXon which 
increase their weelh, even byfmuddentmeans. tWt^^P®^J5^carelessabout 
business had to besuspended. They observed the holy^OTpJous^ d« we 
commetdei honesty! Thenevmoonvas observed as afestnei or pubic hoidey. p.



It is only in the commentary provided by Rashi and Tosaphot that the connection

between Rosh Chodesh, the practice of abstaining from work and the association with

women is made dear. Rashi commenting on this passage from Megillah 22b explains,
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Come and hear: “The general principle is that wherever 
the people would be hindered from their work, as on a 
public fast and on the ninth of Ab, three read, and where 
the people would not be hindered from their work, as on 
New Moons and the intermediate days of festivals, four 
read."33

nzy 
5>1JC'2
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33 B.Megiah22b. This is a somewhat indirect way at saynp the people are not hindered from th er work on 
the nevmoons because they (id not work on this day.
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Tosaphot to the same passage explains,
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34 See Rashft conwnent to Psalms 103:5 in vNch he describee amtfhicai bird that rejuvenates tear and is 
perpetueiy unharmed.
~ There is no interruption of work because people re not working, they are at synagogue.
35 This is my own translation of the passage.

New Moon Days. There is no interruption of work, since 
women ere not involved in doing work on them. The same 
principle applies in the case under discussion in Tractate 
Rosh Hashanah.page 23b, in connection to [the lighting of] 
the torches, “so as not to deprive the public of two working 
days”. And I heard from my teacher, the elder, may his 
memory be for a blessing, that this mitzvah was given to 
them [the women] because they did not contribute their 
earrings/noserings to the [making of the golden] calf 
(Tosaphot). And I also found this in Section 45 of the 
Bereitah of Rabbi Eliezer: “The women herd and did not 
want to give their earrings/noserings to their husbands. 
Therefore they [the women] said to them [the men], ‘You 
want to make an idol, a javen image that does not have 
within it redemptive power.’ And the Holy One, blessed be 
He, gave a reward to the women in this world: that they 
would be more observant of Rosh Chodesh than the men. 
And, in the world to come, they re destined to be renewed 
like the new moons, as it is said, your youth is renewed like 
the arpfr (Psalms 103:5)”34 And scripture supports this 
opinion as it is written, where you hid yourself on the day of 
the deed^ Samuel 20:19). And Trgum Yonatan [reads], 
on an ordinary day There too (Trgum Yonatan] is 
translating words that relate to Rosh Chodesh. Since 
Jonathan said to him [David], “tomorrow is Rosh Chodesh”, 
he was referring to it, to the evening of Rosh Chodesh, as 
an ordinary day. The implication is that Rosh Chodesh is 
not the day of the action but neithr is it a festival day. 
Furthermore, there is no interruption of work because the 
people come to synagogue more than on an ordinary 
day.35 Therefore, they do not work on it except for pressing 
matters.35



In the Jerusalem Talmud a discussion is recorded about the “valid" and “not
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In addition, in a very off-handed sort of way, they make this determination, "[As to 

(women) not working] on the New Moon, that is a valid custom."39

All of this crystalizes and is made explicit by the eighth century in Pirke de-Rabbi

Eliezer 40

valicT customs concerning women and work. The rabbis discuss the validity of the 

custom that women abstain from work on the Sabbath and on fast days.

And where the people would not be hindered from 
their wort, as on New Moons, four read. And this 
raises a question because it is not explained in the 
passage from Chagigah18a. [There] they say “Rosh 
Chodesh will be the proof," since there is a musaf service 
on it and one is permitted to do work. And, there are those 
who say37 that certainly the permission to do work applies 
to men but women are prohibited from work because they 
did not contribute their earrings/noserings to the making of 
the [golden] calf.3®

fi’cpi. ocsm ;’iip cm cfr> p» coftin te’3 p j’Ntih 
cfti pirft (c:> -n- q,) r.j'jns pein pft piD3 wi ' 
'hin ;"'i rcftJn r>"cu3 mim tpin pip 13 zz nor cm 
'Di rcftjnc nreft O’c; >36 c-c;ft> oeftin n"ci» ftp inw 

: rssns pint) ipm ftic

37 This Indicates that the previous Mne of reasoning Is faulty and that the correct ansverIs forthcoming.
38 The is my ovn translation to the passage.
39 J.TaimudTaant 1:6.
40 Herr, Tike de-Rabbi Eiezer', p.558.
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The women are rewarded by God lor their refusal to participate in this act of 

idolatry. Not only are they given an additional day of celebration each month in this 

world, they are promised that in the world to come they, like the moon, will be continually 

renewed. The women have done something marvelous by defying idolatry, and this is 

deserving of recognition. As this text is explored, it is important to remember not only the 

reward the women receive but the honorable action in which they participated.43

.o’X’pp on ija ,3nri. qo? »? un on-, ipix =« 
iw zorrnlni ap’ja azptfj »pii nn ,on^ naix u’-irj 
.(□ □vdwP'di1 ipno fiqx [an?X] ">axh 5c? nrrn

jn’pp jn> i^p x5i in x‘?i D’ePn wrt 
rp is pxtf nsyini 5?y3 nifrs^ ,□>$ npx x?x2 

□?iys piofr xirr^rp-cmpn jnji .a?^ 79^3 x1? 
jnn •□’E’jxn ja ini’ □’tpin ’pxn nina^a ]n£ ,mn 
’ipxn iaa tnnan,’ nvrny jn?f ,x3n ohlyh idp on?

.(nipo’5nn)'W’ 31B3 7’3^90 /D’?™

41 Although this passage is the most commonly quoted proof-tertforthe relationship betyew) women and 
Rash Chodesh, these preceding lines are often left out of the citation. See beiovf orf urther dtscussron.
42 Pnte de-Rabbi Hezer, Chester 45 (page 354 in Frietfendertransiation).
43 This document wii not explore in depth the role of women in Judaism bikimust benoted,thathBBia
wtai text in regard to that subject because it enhances the image of women Foran of
materials about women and Judaism see, Susan Weidman Schneider, Jewish apd Female (New Yotx. Simon 
and Schuster, 1985).

Aaron argued with himself, saying: If I say to Israel, Give ye 
to me gold and silver, they will bring it immediately; but 
behold I will say to them, Give ye to me the eanings of your 
wives, and of your sons, and forthwith the matter will fail, as 
it is said,41 “And Aaron said to them, Break off the golden 
rings" (Ex 32:2). The women heard [this], but they were 
unwilling to give their earrings to their husbands; but they 
said to them: Ye desire to make a javen image and a 
molten image without any power in it to deliver. The Holy 
One, blessed be He, gave the women their reward in this 
world and in the world to come. What reward did He give 
them in this world? That they should observe the New 
Moons more stringently than the men, and what reward will 
He give them in the world to come? They are destined to 
be renewed like the New Moons, as it is said, “Who 
satisfieth thy years with good things; so that thy youth is 
renewed like the eagle" (Ps. 103:5)42
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Also interesting is the larger context of this story. It is often left out by those who 

are commenting on this passage regarding the connection between women and Rosh 

Chodesh. The larger objective of the author of Pirfce de-Rabbi Eliezer may be to improve 

Aaron’s tarnished image for having led the people in building the golden calf. The 

author tries to present an Aaron that hoped to dissuade the people from making this 

eg-egious error. The author puts wads into Aaron’s mouth which indicate that the 

women would know better than to participate in this idolatrous activity. Aaron seems to 

know that the women are less prone to idolatry than men, and Aaron sets up a situation 

in which he know the women will refuse participate. He proves to be correct as the story 

indicates.

This brief introductory remark is significant because it further enhances the 

positive image of women and indicates that the autha saw this event not as a passing 

fancy, but as an inherent part of their character upon which Aaron could depend and fa 

which all women were deserving of praise in this world and the world to come.

Historically the celebration of the moon has involved rejoicing which mostly part 

took place in the fams of sacrifices, blessings, and an abstention from work. Those who 

participated in the festivity were sensitive to the cycles of the moon, they were aware of 

the waxing and the waning, the total disappearance from view and the ultimate return 

two to three nights lata. People recognized that this regularly occoring cycle, was the 

work of God the Creata, and that it was worthy of thanks and praise as expressed in the 

many blessings in appreciation fa the manifold wonders of Creation.

CONTEMPORARY CELEBRATIONS OF THE MOON

Contemporary celebration of the New Moon has dawn from these historical 

practices but has taken on a variety of different fams in its expression. Today, the 

chaacteristic rejoicing is still obsaved, but sacrifice has been replaced by prayer which 

also includes the declaration of the New Moon on behalf of the community. What has



44 Adelman, p.6.
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been lost, from a religious perspective, is regular observation of the moon although this 

is taking place in the scientific and astronomically oriented communities. The 

association between women and Rosh Chodesh, has been maintained, but it is time to 

expand this association to include both men and women.

Monthly Gatherings

The most obvious connection between the moon and women is the similarity 

between the 29-30 day cycle of the moon and the 28 day menstrual cycle of many 

women. In the course of time, the moon and the celebration of Rosh Chodesh were 

either given to a claimed by women as their spot within the ritual calendar of Jewish life.

This reclamation is still taking place today.

Moon worship was prevalent throughout the ancient Near 
East. As far back as Biblical times, it is dear that some sort 
of Festival of the New Moon was celebrated. Eventually, 
the holiday became the focus of much controversy 
between the religious establishment and the folk. It was 
important for the religious leaders to note the needs of the 
folk who, after all, lived among the other nations of the 
Near East. Therefore, the New Moon was probably “made" 
into a de-facto holiday because people were already 
designating the advent of the new month as a sacred 
time...44

Regarding the observance of Rosh Chodesh by women today, Peninah Adelman 

writes,

Therefore, it [Rosh Chodesh] was a natural vehide by 
which these [womens] groups could wrestle with the issues 
they needed to resolve in order to remain active in their 
own heritage...most groups return to fractional sources as 
a way of reinfordng Jewish identity instead of breaking 
from it completely. The members of a Rosh Hodesh group
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This view is echoed by Arlene Agus,

The celebration of Rosh Hodesh is the celebration of 
ourselves, of our uniqueness as women, and our 
relationship to nature and to God *

The monthly observance of Rosh Chodesh is a perfect opportunity for women, 

and for men as well, to celebrate the relationship they have with nature and with God, the 

Ultimate Creator. We need these rituals and celebrations, based on the past and 

adapted for the present, in order to renew Jewish life and make it creative and 

inspirational. Rosh Chodesh celebrations need to include women and men; for 

together, we are caretakers of God’s creation and only together can we contribute to 

the perpetuation of life on this planet.47

These deeper levels of change are necessary because the 
Jewish people-women and men-need more than the 
inclusion of women in the same kind of Jewish life the 
rabbis knew. We need the renewal of Jewish life—its 
becoming... fresh and creative and new in its response to 
Torah...4®

Rosh Chodesh is one ideal opportunity to help people, women and men, identify 

more closely with the natural world and the Creator. Waskow wites,
...we can look for circles and spirals in time. We need to 
strengthen our sense of the cycles in our bodies and in 
society. For example, we need to see the holy days as not 
simply individual events, but parts of the spiritual cycles of 
the month and year. The social-political cydes of Shabbas

gain strength from the tracftion in jappling with it or 
integrating it with their new beliefs and practices.4®

45 Adelman, p.6. Adeknarrt book suggests amonthiy topic and program forwomen centered Rosh 
Chodesh groups. She explains, In the practice of new women's ritual presented in this book, the occasion 
is marked in settings outside the synagogue Uth women. Ih that context, the JeUsh calendar becomes a 
vehide for noting the monthly cycles of womens fertKy and underatandng the (erode ©peds ofGod... 
Thus, celebrating Rosh Chodesh has become a woman's way to apprehend the Shekhinah, the Owns 
Presence in this world* p.3.
40 Agus, p.85.
47 Unpubfehed Rosh Hodesh services, compied byHelaine EttingerforThe Reform Temple in Stffem 
New York, are sensitive to this issue of inclusion and incorp orate bah tradfconai and movecve prayers.
44 Waskow,'Feminist Judaism...'p.265.
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Observation of the New Moon

Observation of the moon was for a long time central to calendar determination for 

Jews and remains so today for Muslims. Accurate determination of the new moon and 

thereby the new month is vital for many religious peoples for time keeping and for festival 

observances. The Jewish holidays are based on the luni-solar calendar50 and their 

celebrations are tied not only to seasons but to certain phases of the moon. Rosh 

Hashanah, the beginning of the New Year, is marked by a new moon in the night sky of 1 

Tishri. The moon is full on the evening of the First Seder, the 14th of the month of Nisan. 

The moon is also always full on the first night that we eat and sleep in the Sukkah, the 

15th of Tishri. On Shavuot, the moon is nearly two cycles (7 weeks) later than it was on 

Pesach, it appears to us as a quarter moon. Chanukah too always begins at the darkest 

moment in the winter sky, there is no moon visible when Hanukkah begins, but as the 

lights increase in the channdtiah, the moon reappears in the sky and we welcome the 

month of Tevet. The Jewish calendar is no longer determined by observation, but rather

, the shmitah and Jubilee need to be renewed, 
accentuated, made much more real. These cycles 
alternate hard work toward economic development, with 
contemplative rest; the swift piling up of wealth and power, 
with an equal sharing of all wealth and power; doing with 
being. *

* Yftokow, •Feminist Judaism.. * p.267-268.
50 Or, In the words of Dr. Mfchael Cook, ‘feloonysolarcalender*.

While some feminists would not ajee that Rosh Chodesh should become a 

celebration shared by women and men, if we are to truly appreciate our role as 

caretakers of God’s natural world, then we need to do so together. This is not a 

responsibility that falls on men a women alone, it is incumbent upon all human beings 

and joining together to celebrate Rosh Chodesh is a step to fulfilling that responsibility.
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by calculation, and thus a sensitivity to the connection between the observable cycles of 

the moon and the Jewish holidays has been weakened.

In addftion to the ancient religious impetus to observe the new moon, there are 

presently other motivations for accurate observation of the new moon. LeRoy E. Doggett 

and P. Kenneth Seidelmann of the U.S. Naval Observatory and Bradley E. Schaefer of 

NASA-Goddard Space Flight Center are involved in observation of the new moon fa 

scientific purposes. They hope their studies may ultimately help religious croups to 

determine more accurately the arrival of the new moon but fa now, their focus on 

observation of the new moon is mathematical and theaetical.

They are hoping to determine, based on the testimony of witnesses, 'How soon 

after the new Moon can the thin lunar aescent in the evening twilight be seen?"51 This 

question has long been asked by those who regularly observe the paths of the heavens. 

It was asked in Mesopotamia, in Egypt and in Palestine. It was asked in the medieval 

period and is still asked to this day. Doggett and others are asking the same question 

that was asked by the rabbis of the Talmud. Like the rabbis they have a number of 

theories to answer the query and need observation to verify the calculation. They 

explain,

In an effort to improve these algorithms...[B.E.S.] has 
developed a mathematical model wherein all the physical 
effects are quantified. This algorithm accounts fa the 
brightness of the twilight sky, brightness variations aaoss 
the face of the Moon, the clarity of the atmosphere at the 
observing site, and the complex physiology of the human 
eye. To distinguish between the rival models, we are 
collecting a series of observations that will delineate where 
on Earth’s surface the Moon is visible in the night after a 
new Moon.52

J1 Doggett end others (1988L p.34.
52 Doggett end others (1988), p.34-35.
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In hopes of gathering as much accurate information as possible, witnesses are 

asked to complete a questionnaire55 and are encouraged to send (tawings a 

photog-aphs of what they saw. This procedure is reminiscent not only of the questions 

which the Mishna reports were asked to the witnesses,5® but also of the practice 

observed by Rabban Gamliel in which he showed witnesses a chart of the moon at 

various phases in order to ascertain the validrty of the testimony 57

This practice, long observed by Jews but formally abandoned in favor of 

calculation since the third century of this era, is again popular and in wide use. It is 

popular, however, not for religious and theological reasons but rather for scientific and 

theoretic purposes. The response to Moonwatch was surprising but very welcome. 

Doggett writes,

In an effort to gather the testimony of witnesses, Doggett and others created 

“Moonwatch-July 14, 1988".53 They asked people to do what was done long ago to 

determine the beginning of the new month. They asked people to go out and look fa the 

new moon and then to write and tell them what they saw, where they saw it, and how 

they saw it. They urge participation by explaining,

It's easy to join: all you need is a dear, flat western 
horizon. This is critical, since the Moon will be best visible 
when it is roughly 2-5 degees above the true (ideal) 
horizon. Observers should be outside from roughly half an 
hour to one our after sunset. You may use the naked eye 
or binoculars. But try to spot the Moon with the unaided 
eye, even if you do use optical aid. If you find the crescent 
first with binoculars, it may be relatively easy to pick it up 
without them.54

83 Trfoonwetchrwas held this pad spring but as of thtowting the resits ere not yet pubfehed.
J* Doggettand others (1988), p.35
55 Seeappendbcforan example of the questionnaire used to obtain modem day evidence of the new 
moon.
88 MtohnahRH2:6.
87 M»hnahRH2:8.
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This enthusiastic response provides evidence that people are interested in the 

moon and in its recurring cycles observed by the human eye. The success of 

“Moonwatch" indicates that if observation of the moon were to be encouraged from a 

religious and theological perspective, the involvement of Jews in observing the moon 

might also be widespread and popular. Renewal of this practice could help Jews today 

to become more aware of the natural cycles of both the moon and the earth. In doing 

this, we could also, become more sensitive to our own role as partners in caring for the 

heavens and the earth that are God’s creation.

Kiddush levanah

Kjddush levanah provides a historical context and ritual into which contemporary 

Jews can place these revitalized Rosh Chodesh celebrations which involve men and 

women and observation of the moon. The celebration also needs to provide an 

opportunity for declaration and most importantly, blessings which recognize the 

relationship between God the Creator and people, the caretakers of that Creation.. 

“While the Quiddush Levanah is an all but forgotten ritual, it embodies much that might 

well be appealing to contemporary Jews and to the spirit of our age."5®

We were gleefully overwhelmed by the response. We 
received roughly 2,000 letters in all, from every state and 
most Canadian provinces. Over half of these resulted from 
our Sky ^Telescope article, the rest from other publicity. 
Observers came from all walks of life and ranged in age 
from 4 through 92. The Moonwatch became an excuse fa 
many family outings, including a dozen a so that involved 
three generations. Several dozen large joups sent 
reports, typically from star parties sponsaed by astronomy 
dubs. We were enchanted by the many stories, poems, 
pictures and (tawings sent in.55

58 Doggett and Sch&ef er( 1989L p.373.
69 Isaac Klein, p.267.
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Many synagogues include an announcement of the New Month on the Shabbat 

preceding its arrival. Brkat Hachodesh is a formulaic statement, offered indoors, from 

the bima. It is an announcement of a momentous natural event which takes place in an 

environment that is disconnected from the setting in which it will occur. This 

announcement is often set into beautiful medftations and readings. Prayers in which we 

recognize God as the Creator and the Renewer of months and years and seasons are 

offered by the community.®1 These announcements are inspirational, and they help to 

sensitize people to the arrival of the new Hebrew month. And yet, even as we offer 

these blessings, we are removed from the very experience which we are praising.

Birkat tovanah supplements and enhances Birkat hachodash. It forces us to be 

involved with the cycle of the moon. Brtat tevanahtewxte that we see the moon, 

that we observe its renewed appearance in the night sky. And then we can offer our 

praise and our blessings.

Liturgy for this ritual can be d'awn from variety of places. The ancient texts still 

speak today, the tradtional prayers still express the wonder and awe we feel at 

observing the new moon. In addrtion, contemporary litirgies have been compiled which 

can provide modem day creative interpretations and expressions of our reconnection

Kiddush /evanah is one of the most picturesque 
ceremonies of the entire Jewish liturgy, yet it is one of the 
least well known. The rite is both graphic and highly 
symbolic, yet today it has fallen into a state of disuse. 
Although the ceremony remains an official part of Jewish 
liturgy, and as such is retained in scholarly works about 
and edrtions of the prayerbook, the Rabbinical bodies of all 
three major Jewish religious sectors in America have 
omitted kiddush /evanah from their prayerbooks intended 
for regular use. To the best of my knowledge, it is presently 
observed by only the most halakhically scrupulous of 
Orthodox Jews.80

®° Arian, p.1.
®1 For examples see, gates of Prayer p.453; Herat Shabbat p.45a-45b; Shabbat 
Boulevard Tample) p. 138; VataherLIbenufConflreflation Beth B of the SudburyRiver Vaiey) p.124.
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Praise to You, Adonai our God,
Ruler of the endless universe.

You chanted a word,
and that word became-heavenl

You smiled and breathed forth suns and stars! 
Seasons and cycles You gave to them;

they ever waltz
in their rhythmic courses.

They sing and rejoice
as they dance their Lover’s will:

“God is our architect,
God’s plan is good!”

with the ever renewing cycle of the moon. Below are two prayers that capture the 

essence of this experience.62 These blessings express our wonder at observing the 

renewal of the moon. Their language includes women and men, and they build upon the 

tradrtional liturgies for this sacred moment.

To the moon You called:
“Polish yourself 
bright and new!
Be a crown for my lovely peoplel
One day
theyll polish themselves 
and be bright as you. 
111 be their Ruler.
Theyll be my crown!"
Be praised then, Adonai, 
for renewing the months of moons.83

“ fofe? of the Home offers a “Prayer f orthe NewMoon'thai can be rooted when the NeyMc> ori to first 
visible, p.25-26. Seasons of Our Joy also suggests aceremony for MMttevnth, p.228-23U.
® Free rendering of by Burt Jacobson In The JeMsh Wm P-99.1 have adapted
t sightiyto utilize inclusive language.
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This is the challenge that confronts us today. We need to recogiize God’s 

presence in the world around us. Observation of the cycles of the moon and offering 

blessings and praise to God who created and renews the moon is an endnng way of 

achieving this goal. It can bring us doser to the natural world, doser to the Creator and 

hopefully inspire us to partidpate in the ongoing process of creation in partnership with 

God.

We are increasingly distanced from the natural world, we seem to have little time 

for marveling at the wonders of creation: the petals of a flower, the wings of an eagle or 

the constant ongoing cyde of the moon. Our tradftion has long recogiized the 

importance of notidng these natural phenomena and of respond to them with words of 

praise to their maker, God the Creator. The words of Jonah Gerondi, a thirteenth century 

Spanish philosopher still have meaning for our world today. He Mote,

Even though the Holy One, Praised be He, is not visible to 
the human eye, He is discernable by virtue of His mighty 
acts and wonders...By virtue of his renewal of the months 
He reveals Himself to mankind and this is as though they 
were yeeting His presence (Shekhinah).65

The people Israel
Do not count hours by the dock
Or years by the constant sun
We link our lives to the rhythms of the earth 
We count our days by the cydes of the moon 
From darkness to light
From birth to death and bom again
Forever becoming
Appearing disappearing 
in and out
The moon breaths
The soul of heaven.84

LyrmGoWeib.
* Bab t> Pin u Yonah toHkhotRavAfa?, Berakhot, end of Chapter! TefiH Hashachar ae eked by
Alan,p.75.



1 Exodus 23:14-16.
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INTRODUCTION
Agricultural Cycles

The Hebrew calendar at its very core is based upon the observance of the 

recurring cycles of the moon and the celebration of Rosh Chodesh is an opportunity for 

indivickials to identify with this most basic of observable natural cycles. Through this 

identification, one can feel closer to God, the Creator, and more involved and invested in 

caring for the inimitable and irreplaceable objects of Divine creation. The Hebrew 

calendar also includes festival celebrations which are intimately tied not only to the 

cycles of the sun and the moon but to the seasons and the agricultural harvests as they 

occur in the Land of Israel. Our holiday celebrations reflect the cycles of nature with 

which our ancestors lived, but we often times fail to observe. By reclaiming and 

recasting these core environmentally focused elements of the holiday celebrations, we 

can become more aware of Creation and more responsible in caring for these precious 

gifts, the land, the seas, the air, and all the plants and animals, that has been entrusted to 

our care by God.

While these festivals have origins that are earlier than the Biblical period, Jewish 

sources first record these celebrations in the Torah. The Biblical text tells us,

Chapter IV
FESTIVAL OBSERVANCES WITHIN THE HEBREW CALENDAR:

Symbols and Rituals to enhance the relationships between 
Creator, Created and Creation 

from a Refam Perspective

Three times a year you shall hold a festival fa Me: You 
shall observe the Feast of Unleavened Bread-eating 
unleavened bread fa seven days as I have commanded 
you-at the set time in the month of Abib, fa in it you went 
forth from Egypt; and none shall appear befae me empty 
handed; and the Feast of the Harvest, of the first fruits of 
your work, of what you sow in the field; and the Feast of 
Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in the 
results of your work from the field...1
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The holidays with their cyclical essence can help us to identify with the natural 

world in which we live and upon which we depend for continued life. A diagram 

designed by Arthur Waskow illustrates the intimate connection of the holidays to the 

cycles of the sun the moon and the seasons.4

We continue to celebrate the festivals, but we, unlike our ancient ancestors, re 

no longer intimately connected to the cycles that re so central to their observance.

...each one of them [the festivals] is richr in its meanings 
than we re liable to remember. Most of them relate to 
nature, to history and to our innr spiritual lives-and 
sometimes the same symbol can call forth all those levels 
of response... they fit together into a coherent 
whole...Indeed, they were intended to teach us how to 
experience more fully the profound patterns of the world- 
how to enrich them, nurture them, learn from them. So if 
we can learn how the cycle of the festivals works as a 
cycle, we can learn how to live better with the earth and air 
and water; how to live better with each other; and how to 
live better inside ourselves...3

According to this passage from Exodus, the basis for our holiday observances of 

Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot is agicultural2 Historical, theological, political and 

sociological interpretations and symbols, were added to this primary meaning, but at 

their core, these festivals, like Rosh Chodesh, are based upon observable events in the 

natural world. As Arthur Waskow writes,

2 Phut comments, •Ttreetimee. byvhfchname Plover, Shavuotmd
Sikot came to be known. On these three festivals Ismeies were bidden to make a pignmage(generaiy 
undertaken on foot) to the sanctuary. Is a plural of ^3*1 ,aword usualymeerangfoot. h
post bi bicai, as in modem Hebrew, three times' would be expressed by fl'WO V ,^ng the bib** 
word for'beat' or 'step.'ln bothcases.ainguistic development from the fo^« beat orfootstep totime 
observable.) Since simiar agricultural festivals seem to have been observed handent Canaan, this cuwc 
calendar may have derived from there, fork dearly has no desert roots.' p.588.
3 VVfloic p
4 SeeAppendkfordhgram. Waskow, Seasons.... p^Mi. '...The first thing to notice" ^e beskjatt^
that there are two cycles: one based on the sun (owl) and one on the moon cbde). In h
are ike each other; in past, they mergev«h each other. Theyare intended to reinforce each other, to teach 
the same lessons in two dWerent ways...'
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each festival and we concentrate on the most basic universal concepts that the festivals 

have come to embody. Based on my own experiences and observations I would make 

the following broad generalizations. For many people, Pesach corresponds to the 

coming out of Egypt and expresses the value of freedom; Shavuot celebrates receiving 

the Torah on Mt. Sinai and expresses the value of study; and Sukkot commemorates the 

wilderness experience of the Israelites and expresses the value of providing shelter.® 

The historic meaning and values expressed by these festivals is much broader than 

indcated by these brief statements. In the following sections devoted to festival 

observances, I will discuss the agricultural origins of each festival, based primarily on 

Biblical material. I will then explore the subsequent expression of those early 

associations, particularly as they have been incorporated or eliminated within Reform 

practice. I will then conclude each section with a suggestion for reclaiming and 

reemphasizing a particular ritual. These proposals are by no means the only ways of 

exploring the relationship between Creator, Created and Creation as expressed in 

festival observance. These ideas are meant to be a starting point for the essential task of 

using the Hebrew Calendar to be more intimately involved with the natiral world in 

which we live.

Long ago our people believed that if we celebrated the 
cycle, the cycle was more likely to continue. The rains 
would come when they were due, the sun would shine 
more warmly in its season, and the crops would grow-and 
die and grow again...®

8 Yitokov. Seasons..- pxdi. .
8 The devopment of each ofthesef esthetebe (focussed In yeater detail urtherin in the chapter.
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7 of the Seasons, p.60.
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Many Jews living in the Diaspora are not connected to the seasonal cycles of the 

lands where they live, let alone the seasonal cycles of the Land of Israel. Jews of the 

Diaspora celebrate the Festivals for historical associations and universalistic values 

rather than to develop feelings of intimacy with nature and the Creator. We need to 

reclaim those rituals and symbols that are based on “seasonal changes’ and

The previously mentioned most basic of historic associations and values are 

echoed in the descriptive statement of recommended festival celebrations by the Central 

Conference of American Rabbis.

As one who yew up in the Reform Movement and who is currently a student at 

the Reform Seminary I am most comfortable in discussing Reform practice and in 

suggesting innovations within this movement. My comments are not meant to be 

exclusionary and it it my ultimate hope that all Jews and all people will come to accept 

these ideas.

...While the origins of the Festivals are bound up with the 
seasonal changes and the agricultural cycle of ancient 
Israel, each also commemorates an important event in the 
history of the Jewish people...Through these historical 
associations, the Festivals have remained significant in the 
life of the Jewish people even when they lived in the 
Diaspora, far from the land and its natural rhythms...The 
dates for celebrating the Festivals depend on the seasons 
as they occur in the Land of Israel. Thus, through the 
celebration of the Festivals, Jews, no matter where they 
live, feel a connection to the land of Israel. The re
establishment of the State of Israel has helped to renew 
the original agricultural significance of the Festivals for 
Jews throughout the world...7
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sHil

“agicultural cycles,” and the Reform Movement is one of a variety of places which 

provides a supportive setting for pursuing this challenge.®

It is important before continuing a discussion of "Reform Practice" to discuss 

briefly the current ideology of the Reform Movement and its approach to festival symbols 

and celebration. Reform by its very definition resists defining and mandating ritual 

observance, yet, at the same time, it allows for connection with the past and innovation 

for the future.

Judaism emphasizes action rather than creed as the 
primary expression of a religious life, the means by which 
we strive to achieve universal justice and peace. Reform 
Judaism shares this emphasis on duty and obligation. Our 
founders stressed that the Jew’s ethical responsibilities, 
personal and social are enjoined by God. The past century 
has taught us that the daims made upon us may begin with 
our ethical obligations but they must extend to many other 
aspects of Jewish living, inducing:...private prayer and 
public worship; daily religious observance; keeping the 
Sabbath and the holy days;...and other activities which 
promote the survival of the Jewish people and enhance its 
existence...®

Specific holidays, their meanings and suggestions for observance are discussed 

in, Gate? of the Seasons; A Guide to the Jewish Year.10 The purpose of this book is well 

articulated in this statement by Simeon J. Maslin the Chairman of the Committee on 

Reform Jewish Practice.

8 Other institutions end organizations which are responsive to an environmental awerenoM approach to 
Jewish if e are dbcussed in Chapter l¥ and feted in the Appenda.
® FromTheCCAACenteneryPerspective(1976),Sectionl¥.
10 Gates of the Seasons is the third In aseries of books pubfehedin 1983 by the CC^R, theifirst, AStabm 
Maruafwes pubfehedin 1972 widths second, Gates of MfawAwpubfehedrr 1979. WhietheReform 
Movement had previously crafted platforms and issued ResponsaieratiieASlffiWaLM®^8®*’*®1'’0 
subsequent pubfcations) was the first 'effort on the pert of the Central Conference of Amerwrii Rabbto to 
create oldhevopporturitiesfor Jewish Wng. Ilsaboamajorattempt of theReformmbbMetod<j 
dfrectiywth Ref orm Haiachah in specific form, w«h guidelines responsrve to the needs and realties of 
Diaspora Rfe.'pJ.

In this book...certain ancient practices are recommended 
and others are not... new practices are also being
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recommended as mitzvot^ ... It is our duty to study each 
and every tradition and, on the basis of that study, either 
adopt to it or to reject it. And it is our duty also to find new 
and contemporary modes fa the expression of inchoate 
spiritual feelings...12

11 Madn expWns, defined as *the key to authentic Jevteh existence end to the wndificabon of
We. No Engfeh equivalent can adequately transWet he tern). Is rod meaning to ^ommandmwit, bd 
mirwA hats come to have broader meanings. I auggeata the joy of doing ®«rietNng f ortho sake ofothws 
and for the sake of God, and I conveys sti more: I also speaks of Wng Jevtohfy, of meeting if«chaiengas 
and opport unities In particular wya. Al this » Doing one says oirtratfcon, lead us to 
do another and another.' p.3.
12 Masfininthe Forward to Gates of the Season?, P.v*.

Refam Judaism provides an appropriate forum fa reclaiming old aspects of the 

festivals that have been fagotten a discarded and revitalizing them fa the modem era. 

There are, I believe, rituals and symbols of the ancient Festival celebrations, which have 

been rejected and discarded, that can be revived into contempaary practices.

I will survey Biblical and Mishnaic texts describing festival celebrations in search 

of agricultural symbols and rituals. I will then examine current Refam practice, as 

suggested in Gates of the Seasons, fa inclusions and omissions of these practices.

Finally, in the spirit of Refam Judaism, I will propose reclaiming rituals and symbols, 

drawn from the Biblical and Mishnaic materials, which will help to reestablish our 

connection with the cycles of the natural wald and to express our role as partners with 

God in the work of aeation. Fa it is only by doing this that we can fulfill the challenge 

articulated in Deuteronomy;

If you will earnestly heed the mitzvot I give you this day, to 
love YHWH you God and to serve Him with all your heart 
and all your soul, then I will fava your land with rain at the 
proper season-rain in autumn and rain in spring-and you 
will have an ample harvest of jain and wine and oil. I will 
assure abundance in the fields fa your cattle. You will eat 
to contentment. Take care lest you be tempted to fasake 
God and turn to false gods in waship. Fa then the wrath 
of YHWH will be drected against you. He will dose the 
heavens and hold back the rain; and the earth will not yield
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From this passage the festival observance is simple and straight forward. The 

Israelites are to eat unleavened bread for the first seven days of the month of Aviv, 

commemorating the going out of Egypt at this same season in the past. Addtional 

details for observing this feast are enumerated in the following passage,

This day shall be to you one of remembrance: you shall 
celebrate it as a festival to the Lord throughout the ages; 
you shall celebrate it as an institution fa all time. Seven 
days you shall eat unleavened bread; on the very first day 
you shall remove leaven from yoa houses, fa whoever

Background
The Festival of Pesach,14 as it in known to us today, was in Biblical times also 

known as Chag Ha-aviv,15 the Spring Festival and Chag Ha-matzoQ* the Festival of 

Unleavened Bread. At its earliest stages, it focused on the agicultural event in a 

farmers year of preparing fa the spring harvest. This celebration is defined in what the 

Taah describes as the Feast of Unleavened Bread.

You shall observe the Feast of Unleavened Bread-eating 
unleavened bread fa seven days as I have commanded 
you-at the set time of the new moon of Abib, fa in it you 
went forth from Egypt...17

13 Deuteronomy 11:13-17» translated byThe Sheiom Center.

p.104-105.
16 Exodus 12:20.
17 Exodus 23:15 and Exodus 34:18.

its produce. You will soon disappear from the good land 
which YHWH is giving you...13
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This observance, which involved extensive cleaning of the home of all leavened 

bread, a day of sacred convocation at both the beginning and conclusion of the 

festival,19 total abstinence from all eating leavened foods for seven days,20 and severe 

punishment for those who did not observe the festival, may well reflect the early 

celebrations of the farmers in the land of Canaan21 Waskow explains,

As for the farmers-in preparation fa the harvest of spring 
barley and wheat, they may have cleared out from their 
homes and staehouses all the chametz, the sour dough, 
the starter dough they used to make bread rise. It may 
have felt right to them to celebrate the new crop by starting 
over-not only starting ova fa the yeas new aop, but 
starting ova in their history by eating the most ancient 
bread of all, the flat unleavened bread-that was the 
beginning of the famas food.22

eats leavened bread from the first day to the seventh day, 
that pason shall be cut off from Israel. You shall celebrate 
a saaed occasion on the first day, and a sacred occasion 
of the seventh day; no work shall be done on them...You 
shall observe the [Feast of] Unleavened Bread, fa on this 
very day I brought your ranks out of the land of Egypt; you 
shall observe this day throughout the ages as an institution 
fa all time. In the first month, from the fourteenth say of the 
month at evening, you shall eat unleavened bread until the 
twenty-first day of the month at evening. No leaven shall 
be found in your houses fa seven days...You shall eat 
nothing leavened; in all your settlements you shall eat 
unleavened bread.10

10 Exodus 12:14-20.
19 Goudoevaagues that If this f estival vras indeed to mark the beginning of the harvest, then perhaps the 
seventh day was not a day of holy convocation. Indeed! would be dfflcuk tokeep the seventh day ofthe, 
Feast of Unleavened Bread as a holy assembly'on which no work should be dons'wit ton t he harvest tone. 
P.12. Thus he concludes that the harvest must have begun folovirig the seventh day of the festive.
50 Accadhg to Maganstem these seven days were kept beofre the harvest
Formore detais of this p oski on see, The Origin of Massot hand the Massoth-Festivai. AfU 1917): 275-

21 Reif enbag agues thae is evidence of agriculture in the area of Canaan as far back as 6000-3000 BCE. 
The dtocovery of DaothyGarrod of fint sickles, set In carved bone handies, in acaye onMt.Cermel proves 
that the owners practiced the cultivation of grain. We have here the tost evidence
cereals. Wld wheat and vrfd barley were fotnd byaaronsohn on the slopes of Motri Hermon and nthe Jordan Yaiey,andki3fathi3reasonthatmanyauthorabeievePaie3tinelobelhecra(le of agnciiture.
& Waskow, Swoorw.,,, p. 133. Kutsch also agrees vAh this analysis. He explains, IThe festival 
probabtytaken over from the Canaanites. The mar custom of the feast is the eating of unleavened bread or
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In addition to this Feast of Unleavened Bread held in the springtime, the Torah 

also describes a Festival of the Paschal Lamb. The ritual for the festival is described in 

the following passage,

Like the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the origins of the Pesach Festival may have 

been adopted by the Israelites from their surrounding culture. The spring was the time 

when lambs and sheep were bom and it may have been a common custom to ritually 

sacrifice one of these young animals in appreciation fa a successful breeding period.

Originally the Passova was celebrated by transient 
breeders of sheep and goats, lata by Israelites, to secure 
protection fa their flocks pria to leaving the desert winta 
pasture fa cultivated regions (Rost). The rite of the blood 
as well as the regulation [that no bone of the animal may 
be broken] had an apotropaic25 significance.2®

Go, pick out lambs fa your families, and slau^ita the 
passova offering. Take a bunch of hyssop,23 dip it in the 
blood that is in the basin, and apply some of the blood that 
is in the basin to the lintel and to the two doa posts. None 
of you shall go outside the doa of his house until 
morning.24

mazzot. The required pigrimage originalytoalocai sanctuary, Wer-efterthe cut centraization of Josiah—to 
Jerusalem, is secondary to the eating of mazzot.'p. 169.
23 Foraddfconei references to see eteoLe^us 14:4,Numbers 19:6,1 Kings 4:33 end Psabns 51:7. 
Zoharyin Plants of the Bible explains,'Nyssop'isnovthe conventional translation for ^^thfovwnot 
always so, as their identity was inadequetty attested. A perbculer source of this errorlesn the fact that the 
wel-known European hyssop (/tysMijMtJj does not grovin Israel or in the Sinai, vhie the Shan hyssop, 
<^WM*»^M©c«p,doe3 growabundantiythere among the dwarf shrubbery, usuely on stony ground.. Jt is 
rare in the Sinai, where Moses ordered the people to take bunches of I, although there ere frequent 
references to Is use thae...'pp.96-97.

Exodus 12:21-23.
25 Ai apotropaic ritual is one designed to protect the performer of the ite against some perceived eML I Is 
characterised bymagic, armlets and taismen as protection against demonsand black mag©.
26 Kutsch, p. 170. Thte postion to also held by Aidarson who ®W©, 'Even before the.period i3f M«« 
^•Phords observed this nomad© festhral in the springtime at the Mf^i^<^b^es^gotf for 
aummapastures...The original purpose, stl echoed farihrin the Old Epic
securethe vefreandfertityof theflocks vhenthe babylambsand goats were bang bom,andto frive 
eMtyeMi spirits, thought to be espedeiyactiveatsuchatime...<p.71.
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The themes and purpose of this sacrificial ritual observed by the shepherds were 

not so very Afferent from those of the Feast of Unleavened Bread observed by the 

farmers. Both took place at the turn of the season, as the crops were nearly ready for 

harvest and the young animals were being bom into the world. Both expressed 

appreciation to the gods, and in the case of the Israelites to God, for sustaining the fields 

and the animals through the treacherous winter months and both expressed the 

anticipation for success at this period of renewal.

Modem scholars feel that the nomad army of liberated 
Israelites may have brought their shepherds’ festival of 
freedom to the settled farmers of Canaan...The afready 
settled farmers kept on celebrating their own spring festival 
of the unleavened bread and the new spring pain. They 
also accepted the shepherds’ Pesach sacrifice into ther 
celebration of springtime. As the invading nomads settled 
down, they preserved their own ceremonial of birth and 
liberation, and joined with their neighbors in the week-long 
feast of matzah...27

“Many scholars believe that Pesach (as described in the Mishnah and as we 

know it today) is a fusion of two early festivals-one of shepherds, one of farmers-that 

welcomed spring in two quite dfferent ways...28 This combined festival is described in 

this Biblical passage,

Observe the month of Abib and offer a passover sacrifice to 
the Lord your God, for it was in the month of Abib, at night, 
that the Lord yoir God freed you from Egypt. You shall 
slaughter the passover sacrifice for the Lord your God, from 
the flock and the herd, in the place where the Lord year 
God will choose to establish His name. You shall not eat 
anything leavened with it; for seven days thereafter you 
shall eat unleavened bread, bread of dstress-for you 
departed from the land of Egypt hurriedly-so that you may 
remember the day of your departure from the land of Egypt 
as long as you live. For seven days no leaven shall be 
found with you in all your territory, and none of the flesh of

27 Waskey, Seasons.., ,P.136.
28 Wtekow, Seasons,.., p. 133.



124

In the course of time the sacrificial festival of shepherd became the dominant 

prevailing theme in the Pesach observance as defined by the rabbis.

Later in the period of the Second Temple, under the influence of Hellenistic and 

Roman culture, this festival became a carefully ordered meal, based on the pattern of the 

symposium, the discussion banquets of the Greeks and the Romans.32 The Seder 

became the primary symbol of the festival, and while a connection with the agicultural 

origins was maintained through the day of the celebration and the eating of matzah, the 

symbolism has been reinterpreted. The dose connection of the Jewish people to the 

Land of Israel and the harvest of wheat and barley has been g-eatly diminished.

The Mishnah goes into yeat detail about the structure and procedre for the 

Passover Seder but makes little mention of the early agricultural origins of the festival. 

The Mishnah and later sources develop the themes of freedom in connection to the

...by the time of the Second Temple, the crudal personal 
and communal elements of Passover had been unified.30 
It celebrated the spring equinox, the moment when the sun 
was bom again...It celebrated Spring in the lambing of the 
flocks and the harvesting of barley...Pesach had become 
the quintessential festival of newness, creation, creativity, 
freedom...31

what you slau^iter on the evening of the first day shall be 
left until morning.20

w Deuteronomy 16:1*4. SJfVfiSiVevfdmce

b now preserved kt el levels of the tradition, to the seventhcentuy book of Deiieronomyiueia. 
31..-p.75.

Seder, Berkeley, Celt orris: University of Calf onia Press, 19M.



33 Knobel, p.66.
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There are however some rituals which date from the Mishnaic period that reflect 

the early farmer’s festival and the injunctions of the Torah regarding the celebration of 

the Feast of Unleavened Bread. The Mishnah describes the practice of searching the 

house and removing from it all the leaven. This custom may have taken on ackftional 

significance as the Festival celebration developed, but, at its core, it echoes the ancient 

practice of the farmers discussed earlier in this document. By re-examining this 

observance and making it more prominant in our Pesach celebration, we can enhance 

the richness of the Seder ritual and our entire festival celebration. By renewing this, and 

other, agriculturally based rituals, we (taw doser to the agricultural cycles and can 

hopefully come to feel dose to the world of nature and to God, the Creator.

celebration of Pesach. We celebrate not only the freedom of the Israelites from Egyptian 

bondage but we celebrate the future redemption of the entire world. The result of 

blending these two festivals is that since the period of the Talmud, observance has 

focused on the seder ritual, the commemorative pesach offering and issues of freedom 

and redemption rather than on the andent farmers celebration antidpating the spring 

harvest.

This shift in focus, away from the agricultural, can be seen in the observance of

Pesach recommended by the CCAR.

The highlight of Pesach observance is the Seder with its 
many symbolic foods and its elaborate liturgy, the 
Haggadah....As zeman cherutenu, the season of our 
liberation, Pesach is a constant reminder of our 
responsibility to those who are oppressed or enslaved 
physically, intellectually, or ideologically. On Pesach we 
express our solidarity with other members of the Jewish 
community who are unable to celebrate Passover in 
freedom.33
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The Mishnah provides the following guidelines to be used in searching the house 
for leaven:

nix- ppTD npix tnmn? ni 
nyanxai* -nir; nvaix

TT T T : - T TT T T I "

mynn*.‘ nmv -Finnic 
nix pin x1? -cnnix onam 
nvanxa pnzr niz?y nysnx 
nfcy nvanxa pi; xi> nfry

R. Judah says, They must search on the night of the 
fourteenth, or in the morning of the fourteenth, or at the time 
when it had to be burned. But the Sages say, If one had 
not searched during the night of the fourteenth let him 
search on the fourteenth, if he had not made the search on 
the fourteenth let him search during the Festival period, 
and if he had not effected the search during the Festival 
period he may make the search after the Festival period. 
And what one leaves out he should put away in a hidden 
place so that it should not be necessary to make another 
search.35

rpma* lieu nyznx?* nix 
"73 nan iix>* pnni-nx 
px p?n* ia ppi?5 W DV? 
W* npx na7p .npna in; 
po-atpa# Dipp- ?irn?33’ niW 

’".pan* ia

On the night of the fourteenth they must search for leaven 
by the light of a candle. Any place wherein they do not 
bring leaven does not require searching....34

34 Mishnah Pesachim 1:1.
35 Mishnah Pesachim 1:3.
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As presented here, there is no symbolic meaning to this ceremony, it has only 

“special appeal to children". Bedkat Chametz can fulfill the challenge the Reform 

Movement has set fa itself of, “[finding] new and contemporary modes fa the expression 

of inchoate spiritual feelings...."37 The Refam Movement provides the context fa 

reclaiming the Biblical and Mishnaic practice of searching fa leaven and then placing it 

into a contempaary context.

Pesach, through the vehicle of the seder, is a time of asking questions. We 

perfam customs and rites that are designed to ellidt the question, “Why is this night 

deferent from all other nights? On all otha nights we...why on this night do we...?’ We 

go on to answer the questions, to explain and to teach. We cfraw connections from one 

generation to the next. We seek to identify with experiences of long ago, to share the

Among the many practices the CCAR suggests fa current practice is the mitzvah 

of Bedkat Chametz, the search fa leaven. While no mention is made of the pre-Biblical 

agicultural custom, the suggested practice clearly reflects the injuction of the Taah and 

the guidelines of the Mishnah.

Searching fa leaven {Bedkat chamet^ on the night befae 
the first Seda is a Pesach custom that has special appeal 
fa chilcfren. Afta the house has been cleaned fa Pesach, 
a symbolic search fa the last remains of leaven is made. 
At various places in the home the pieces of leaven are 
hidden. Then chilcfren, with flashlights a otha 
illumination, seach them out in the dark. The bread is 
gathaed in a bag and burned a disposed of the next 
morning with the following blessing: Blessed ae you, 0 
Lad our God, Rula of the Univase, Who hallows us with 
mitzvot and commands us to bum Charnels."36

36 Knobel, p.67-68.
37 Mesin, in introduction to Gates of the Seasons,
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pain and the joy, to model our relationships, with each other, with the land, and with God, 

on those of our ancestors from days gone by.

Suggestion— Badikat Chametz

The ancient practice of cleaning the house of all leaven and the Mishnaic ritual of 

Bedkat Chametz, is yet another way to fulfill these goals in a modem Pesach 

observance. This ceremony can be used to help modem, urban, consumption oriented, 

Jews to reconnect with the ag-icultural cycles, of not only the Biblical Land of Israel, but 

also with creation in the contemporary fam of the land and its bounty, and God, the 

ultimate Creata.

Bedkat Chametz provides an opportunity to explain the agicultural origins of the 

Festival of Unleavened Bread. It provides an opportunity to discuss the agicultural 

milieu of Biblical ancestas and their resulting intimacy with the naturally occuring 

observable cydes of the land. They recognized these cycles and knew that ther lives 

depended on its continued procuctivity. They also recognized that the land and its 

prockice were gifts from God and thus were deserving of recognition and praise.

We, who buy bread in plastic Mappers and matzah in cardboard boxes, are 

oftentimes unaware of the origins of this leavened a unleavend bread. We would do 

well to recognize and remember that this sustenance comes not only from the g’ocery 

stae but from the combined labas of bakers, farmers and God. A renewed ritual of 

Bedkat Chametz will not make us into urban wheat harvesters, but it can help us to 

explae and identify with this agicultural aspect of oir past and agicultural cycles in our 

world today.

Bedkat Chametz can help us to reaffirm the pamership relationship in which we 

are involved as caretakers of God’s creation. It is hoped that through this identification 

we can come to better appreciate the observable cycles of nature in our world today, and 

also appreciate the earth’s bounty as a gift from the primary Creata. Ultimately, we can
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SHAVUOT

The Festival of Shavuot,3® as it is known to us today, is known in the Bible as 

Chag Habtkkurim?* the Festival of the First Fruits, and as Chag Hakatzir* the Festival 

of the Harvest. These two names reflect two strands that became woven together within 

the Biblical festival celebration. One strand involved bringing offerings of the first crops 

of the land,41 and a second strand involved bringing loaves of bread made from the first 

yains of the harvest to the Temple in Jerusalem. Together they celebrate the 

connection of the Israelite farmers to the land and to God their Provider and Creator.42 It 

was not until the Rabbinic period that the third strand, the historical association with the 

revelation at Mt. Sinai, became interwoven with, and ultimately superseded, the 

agricultural celebration of Shavuot43

Talmudic references44 indicate that the focus of Shavuot came to be a 

celebration of God giving the Torah on Mt. Sinai to the Israelite people. Current Reform 

practice echoes this shift by centering Shavuot celebration around the event of

’•Deuteronomy 16:9-10. 'Youshaicoirt off seven weeks; start to count the seven weeks ^en the sickle 
Is first put to the stancflng grain. Then shal you observe the Feast ofWeeksforthe Lord yourGod, offering 
your freevi contribution according as the Lord yourGod has blessed you.’tSee also Levbcus 23:15-16 21) 
The name Shavuot ref era to the festival which takes place at the conclusion of seven weeks of counting the 
omerthat began at Pesach. ThereismuchdebatesurroundrigwhenthiscountinQistobejn. Thts issue 
vinot be discussed vrtlin the scope of this paper but the readeris urged to const* Goudoevarf ora 
detaied analysis of the problem and bibiographic references.
39 Exodus 34:22. *You shal observe the Feast of Weeks, of the first fruits of the wheat harvest... 

Exodus 23:16.
41 As Blackman explains, *The term Att'xrw, first fn*s ref ers to the ^ducto merged in^irte^omy
8:6, wheat, barley, grape, fig, pomegranate, oive and date-honey or dates, the srxaied seven species, 
which are typical of and iustrate the fame of the fnitfilness of Palestine. M63- .
42 Accor ding to Andera on,'Since the* urgyri Deuteronomy 26:5-9 vmconn^edv«hahafv«tfestivai,t 
Is dear that it dates from a time wed aft er Israel had settled to Canaan and had made the trans*on to 
^TNs development and Integration vi be dtocussedet greaterlength laterln this chapt er.

44 B. Shabbat 66b, B. Pesachim 68b.

use this ritual to help us in fulfilling our vital role as the Created ones, caring for the 

creation in partnership with the Creator.
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When you enter the land that the Lord your God is giving 
you as a heritage, and you possess it and settle in it, you 
shall take some of the first fruit of the soil, which you 
harvest from the land that the Lad your God is giving you, 
put it in a basket and go to the place where the Lad your 
God will choose to establish His name. You shall go to the 
priest in charge at that time and say to him, “I acknowledge 
this day befae the Lad your God that I have entered the 
land that the Lad swae to our fathas to assign us." The 
priest shall take the basket from your hand and set it down 
in front of the altar of the Lad your God. You shall then 
recite as follows befae the Lad your God: “My father was

The significance of this event and the details of this observance are further 

defined in this passage:

Background

Shavuot, as the Festival of the First Fruits, is well documented in the various 

books of the Bible. This early strand of the Shavuot celebration focused on the farmers 

bringing the first of their aops {bikkurirri} to the Temple in Jerusalem.

On the day of first fruits, your Feast of Weeks, which you 
bring an offering of new jain to the Lad, you shall 
observe a holy day.47

« kta*>,r,«BngforlheCOfl

relevance fathe Progressive Movement in Israel.
47 Numbers 28:26.

Confirmation.45 The agicultural aigins of Shavuot have all but vanished from current 

Refam practice.4® By bringing this element back into our festival celebration, we can 

draw closer to the natural cycles of the earth and hopefully to the Creata.
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Bringing this offering was both a sign of partnership and an expression of 

rejoicing.

As with other rituals which focused on the Temple and the role of the priests, this 

majestic ritual has been abandoned since the destruction of the the Temple in 

Jerusalem. The practice may no longer be appropriate, but the theme is still vibrant and 

vital to our day. In its essence, this bringing of bikkurim was a connection with the past 

and with the land. The land on which the people lived and from which they reaped their 

sustenance was seen not as a private possession of the farmer and his or her ancestors. 

The land was understood to be the property of God of which the farmer was welcome to 

share the bounty. This understanding remained as a long as the farmer maintained the 

attitude of being in partnership with God, continued to thank God fa these jeat gifts, 

and maintained the quality of the land.

The mitzvah of bringing bffckurim to the Beit Hamikdaeh is 
a mitzvah which contains a testimony of great significance. 
Each Israelite thereby testifies—in the place where the 
Divine Name dwells-that he is not ungrateful a haughty; 
that he has not forgotten God’s lovingkindness.40

a fugitive Aramean...Wherefae I now bring the first fruits of 
the soil which You, 0 Lad, have given me.” You shall 
leave it befae the Lad your God and bow low befae the 
Lad your God. And you shall enjoy, together with the 
Levite and the stranger in your midst, all the bounty that the 
Lad your God has bestowed upon you and your 
household.”48

Do not rejoice merely in what the earth yields to you, but 
rather let earth and heaven be joined; the beautiful 
blessing is of the earth, the holiness id of heaven. God 
brings blessings to you and you should raise yourself 
toward Him in sanctity.50

45 Deuteronomy 26:1-11.
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According to later Mishnaic tradition, the bringing of these first fruits was a 

spectacular event with soecific chcreog’aphy.
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Entire towns would come together to Jerusalem.51 Where they would be met by 

the playing of the flute.52 Each would make the formulaic proclamation53 and the frst

51 Mishnah Bkkurim 3:2
53 MshrSh akkuX 3:6.
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In addition to the Festival of Bikkurim, Shavuot, as described in the Bible, 

included the Festival of the Harvest,5® which also involved bringing an offering to 

Jerusalem to show appreciation to God fa the success of the harvest. While the 

bikkurim offering was made of a variety of fruits and jains, the offering that was brought 

in connection with the Festival of the Harvest was an offering of two loaves of bread 

made from the newly reaped jain. This aspect of the festival may have been the 

concluding element of the counting of the omer in the seven weeks that had passed 

since Pesach.

fruits, in wicker baskets ovalaid with silva and gold, was given to the priests.54 Even 

the way of placing the fruits in the basket was ritually proscribed.

The seven species are to be brought in seven sepaate 
baskets. If one places them all in one basket, howeva, he 
nevertheless fulfills his obligation. In the lata case, he 
places the baley at the bottom, with some object ova the 
barley (so that the baley might not commingle with anotha 
species). Above these, he puts the wheat, which he again 
covas with anotha object. He follows the same procedure 
with the remaining species. And about all of them, he 
places dustas of japes.55

And from the day on which you bring the sheaf of elevation 
offering-the day afta the Sabbath-you shall count off 
seven weeks. They must be complete: you must count until 
the day afta the seventh week-frfty days; then you shall 
bring an offering of new jain to the Lad. You shall bring 
from your settlements two loaves of bread as an elevation 
offering; each shall be made of two-tenths of a measure of 
choice flour, baked afta leavening, as first fruits to the 
Lad...On that same day you shall hold a celebration; it 
shall be a sacred occasion fa you; you shall not work at

embarrassed and they refrained from comino. Thus R was decided that everyone would repeat aft er the 
priests 30 that know one would feel ashamed.
54 Mrahnah Bikkurim 3:8.
55 KRov, Yoilp.181-182. (Based on Tosefta Bikkurim 2).
55 Exodus 23:16. 'Aid the Feast of the Harvest, of the first fnts of your work, of what you sowin the
field...'
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It is the combination of these two agricultural observances, the bringing of first 

fruits and the bringing of the loaves of bread that constitute the centrality of the Shavuot 

celebration in the period prior to the destruction of the Temple.59

Shavuot, as we know it from the Torah, is an agricultural celebration, but unlike 

the other pilgrimage festivals, it is not explicitly tied to a particular historical event, as 

Pesach is linked to the Exodus from Egypt and Sukkot to the wilderness experience.

This event is laden with symbolism and allusions. Bloch summarizes their 

significance in a succinct fashion. He explains,

Shavuot is the only one of the great festivals fa which the 
Taah gives no historical-political connection, but only 
mentions the natural and agricultural cycle. Yet, lata 
tradrtion identifies it as the annivasary of God’s giving the 
Taah at Mt. Sinai...80

57 Leviticus 23:15-20. Regaling the offering of the loaves of bread Plaut comments,
Bread This explains the Mering dnewQrairvr\ verse 16. These loaves, exceptional/, ae to be leavened; 
they ae not to be burned on the dta(cf. 2:11,7:13). Perhaps the loaves wae regaded as athenksgrang 
offering end therefore leavened ike those of 7:13.' p.928.
58 Bloch, p.245.
59 The destruction of the Temple meant the end of the sacrifice component of JeWshWe. Thus offerings 
wae no longa brought to Jerusalem, and the tone and symbofem of this hoi daycdebration underwent a 
majarenovation. Jacobs writes, In rabbrtc times aremokaNe transformation took place...The 
transformation was in accord Sitthaproc ess that waste be observed In the Bl bieln which the and ent 
agricultural feasts wae transformed into I estivate marking the anniversary of significant historical events in the 
if e of the people.'p. 1320.
80 Waskow, Seasons,,., p. 185.

The primary ritual of Shavuot was a “new meal offering” 
(mincfiah chadashah, Lev.23:16), which consisted of two 
loaves of bread baked from flour of the new aop of wheat. 
The technical designation of this offering was fechem 
tenufah, (“wave-loaves", Lev. 23:17). This name 
paralleled the designation of the Oma (Lev.23:15). The 
waving of an offaing was , accading to the Talmud, a 
prayerful act, imploring God to contain hamful winds and 
bad weatha conditions (Menachot 62a). The Shavuot 
wave-loaves invoked God’s blessing of fruit (Rosh 
Hashanah 16a).58

your occupations. This is a law fa all time in your 
settlements, throughout the ages.57
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When the offering of first fruits was no longer a permissible way to celebrate 

Shavuot, a need arose to reinterpret the message and the symbolism of the festival. 

Shavuot came to be associated with the anniversary of the giving of the Torah at Mt. 

Sinai based upon the Biblical passage, “On the third new moon after the Israelites had 

gone forth from the land of Egypt, on that very day, they entered the wilderness of 

Sinai.”®1 When Shavuot came to be associated with the revelation at Mt. Sinai is a 

question of debate among scholars. While the tradrtion may have existed earlier, the first 

Rabbinic references to this association are from the second century, 82 and the 

references are not truly explicit until the third century.63 There are also scholars who 

date the transformation of the festival before the present era.

It is possible that the Pharisees insisted that Shavuot be 
observed on a fixed day because they wished to affirm that 
the festival commemorated the Sinaitic theophany which 
occurred on the fiftieth day after the Exodus...and because 
a purely agricultural festival had little meaning for the town 
dwellers who made up the Pharisaic party.64

61 Exodus 19:1.
62 B. Taimud, Shabbat 86b.
63 B. Taimud, Pesachim 68b.
64 Jacoba p. 1320 from L. Fir* atotain, Pharisees] 1962L IIS-118,641-654.

While we can not know when the transformation in the observance of Shavuot 

took place, we can be sure, that today, Shavuot is known primarily for its identification 

with the experience at Sinai and secondarily for commemorating agricultural life of the 

Biblical period.

With the introduction of a new motif [Sinaitic Revelation], 
the former agricultural facets of Shavuot were practically 
erased...Yet memory of the ancient Shavuot was by no 
means totally obliterated, even though it has been 
obscured. Thus there is a reminder of the Jewish 
agricultural society in the Torah portion which is read on 
the second day of Shavuot (Deut 16:9). The Musaf Amidah 
indudes the Biblical text pertaining to the offering of
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The only vestige of the agricultural festival of Shavuot is found in this statement of 

Reform observance.

The transition from the agicultural reasons for celebrating Shavuot to the 

historical connection which is recorded in the Talmud is clearly evident in current 

practice as suggested by the CCAR.

It is customary to decorate one’s home and synagogue 
with g-eens and fresh flowers on Shavuot. The greenery is 
a reminder of the ancient practice of bringing first fruits 
{bikkurim} to the Temple in Jerusalem. It also calls to mind 
our hopes for an abundant harvest.67

Current observance is based on the Talmudic identification 
of Shavuot with the events at Sinai...On Shavuot, the 
Jewish people celebrate their covenantal relationship with 
God and reaffirm their commitment to a Jewish life of study 
and practice...The ceremony of Confirmation is a Reform 
innovation and has added a new dimension to the 
meaning of the Festival...66

65 Bloch, p.246.
66 Knobel, p.76.
67 Knobel, p.77.

bikkunm. The rearing of the Book of Ruth and the flowers 
and plants which decorate the synagogues are reminders 
of bucolic scenes from the distant past.65

The yeenery is a reminder, but it is a distant association and one which does not 

seem to truly maintain a connection with the ancient agicultural celebration of Shavuot. 

The Reform movement has even tried to replace the ceremony of bikkurim with 

Confirmation, but this too is an abstract association, and one which may be meaningful 

in its association with Torah and learning but it does not help people today identify more 

closely with the land and with God as the Creator. Knobel writes,

When the Temple stood, Jews brought offerings of their first 
fruits, Bikurim, to the Temple on Shavuot. Today, parents
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By incorporating this perspective of partnership into our observance of Shavuot, 

we can hopefully reconnect with the agricultural cycles of our world and reaffirm our own 

role in the partnership of providing food.70 The practice of decorating the home and 

synagogue with yeens, can be revitalized and tied back to its original form, bringing 

bikkurim, the first fruits. We can decorate with baskets of the seven species. Each family

Suggestion— Bikkurim

Shavuot, at its agricultural essence, represents the role of people in partnership 

with God regarding using and caring for the earth and its produce. This is an element of 

our tradition which we must include and cannot afford to abandon. Waskow writes,

This analogy is beautiful and meaningful, but it leaves behind a rich and 

important aspect of the Shavuot celebration, the involvement of the people with the land 

that provides fa their continued existence.

bring their child'en to participate in Confirmation. These 
young people are the first fruits of each year’s harvest....8®

Shavuot celebrates the success of the spring growing 
season-the yowth of new sprouts of spring into full yown 
plants at summertime. But there is a special twist in tfiis 
celebration of yowth. The two loaves of bread are 
unusual-fa they are explicitly the product of human laba. 
Not yain, not sheep a lambs a goats, straight from God’s 
hand-but bread, mixed and kneaded and leavened and 
baked, is the cfistinctive offering of Shavuot. So Shavuot 
celebrates the partnership of human beings with God in 
giving food to the wald. Having received from God the 
rain, the seed, the sunshine, we give back to God not just a 
dividend on the natural yowth, but the value we ourselves 
have added to it.80

88 Knobel, p.77.
80 Wask ow. 9 ears one.. ..p.18 7.
70 Lovdetmik votes, 'Lande the si ent partner of the Hera of thesofl in the provingof food. The 
partnership of lend and farmet is the rock of ourcnfcation; H ether member of this partnership weakere or 
rate, the whole structure of cMUzaiion but upon i k evise weakens and faits. Nations rise or fal upon ther 
food supply, and hence ultimately upon the condWon of the land.' p.20.
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can come to the synagogue with a basket and make a proclamation. The baskets can 

then be given to the hunyy and homeless in the community. What better way to show 

partnership than to show thanks to God for providing the basic food stuffs, and then give 

something of ourselves by turning that gift into food for others.

Another aspect of bikkurim is the offering of the loaves of wheat bread from 

newly yown yain. We can include a bread baxing workshop in conjunction with the 

Shavuot celebration. Maybe the youp would grind the wheat and then proceed with the 

baking. Discussion could include; the ayicultural origins of Shavuot; the current 

systems and procedures for yowing yain; and God as the provider of the wheat and 

people as the bakers of the bread. We are not usually involved with the process by 

which bread comes into our lives, and this is an opportunity to reconnect with the 

ultimate Provider and to recognize the vital role we all play, together with God, in 

providing food and caring for the land.

B/kkuim, the bringing the first fruits, like the experience of Bedikat Chametz, can 

help us to reaffirm the partnership relationship in which we are involved as caretakers of 

God’s creation.

Background

The Festival of Sukkot, as it is known to us today, was in Biblical times known as 

as Chag Haastf™ the Feast of Ingathering and as Chag HasukkotP the Feast of 

Tabernacles or Booths. Like the early festivals of Pesach and Shavuot, Sukkot focused 

on an event in the ayicultural cycle of the farmer, the completion of the fall harvest. The 

Torah describes,

71 Exodus 23:16,94:22.
72 Levticus 23:34,Deuteronomy 16:13.
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But even with this historical connection, the emphasis on ajicultural imagery 

and the connection to the natural world was maintained.76 Ultimately, the Torah 

describes the fall harvest festival as the Feast of Booths, tied to the Ingathering of the 

Harvest.

This Feast of Ingathering was the time when the farmer was able to thank God for 

the success of the crops and begin preparing for the next season by anticipating for rain. 

This agricultural festival, over the course of time developed a historical association as 

well. It came to be associated with the Israelites dwelling in the wilderness of Sinai, in 

temporary fragile shelters.

On the fifteenth day of this seventh month there shall be a 
Feast of Booths to the Lad, [to last] seven days... Mark 
on the fifteenth day of the seventh month, when you have 
gathered in the yield of your land, you shall observe the 
festival of the Lad seven days...You shall live in booths 
seven days...76

You shall live in booths seven days; all citizens of Israel 
shall live in booths, in ader that future generations may 
know that I made the Israelite people live in booths when I 
brought them our of the land of Egypt...75

...and the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, 
when you gather in the results of your work from the field.73

After the ingathering from your threshing floa and your 
vat, you shall hold the Feast of Booths fa seven days.77

73 Exodus 23:16b.
74 Exodus 34:22
75 LoMticus 23:42-43
76 See Leviticus 23:40 for description of the role of theluhvand etrog'asaoriculurai synbois of the 
festive.
77 Deuteronomy 16:13.
76 Leviticus 23:34,39,42
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For it has been taught: For/made the chi/den of Israel to 
dvell in booths. (Lev 23:43) These [booths] were clouds of 
glory, so [says] R. Eiiezer.
R. Akiba says, They made for themselves real booths.80

The booths of the Festival of Sukkot may be related to The Tabernacle.79 They 

may be related to shelters the Israelites dwelt in while journeying in the wilderness of 

Sinai, or they may represent the booths that the farmers dwelt in during the harvest 

season. The debate over the form and meaning of the booths can be found as far back 

as the Talmud, yet the rabbis of the Talmud are not in agreement about the actual form of 

these “booths”.

’’jo nx 'rwn niaioo 'o° n'jfh
l^oo niOTD -din jrn<nty’7K ~i nsi rn too 'jjy

The different perceptions that R. Eiiezer and R. Akiba hold may be based on their 

different life experiences. “R. Eiiezer was a farmer in his youth and therefore was 

probably not intimately familiar with either the nomadic life of the shepherds or with the 

change of seasons in the Sinai wilderness”.81 He perceived that the Israelites dwelt in 

tents while they were in the wilderness of Sinai and also that this was the beginning of 

the rainy season in Israel. These two perceptions led him to reject the idea of real 

booths and opt instead for the imagery of “the Lord’s clouds” providing shelter for the 

people.

On the other hand, Rabbi Akiba, who had been a shepherd for many years may 

have thought,

79 There are some scholars who uphold that the Feast of Booths is not primarily an agricultural festival bid 
rather represents, at its core, T ample and Alter dedication. As Goudoevervrites, *We conclude: the basic 
character of the feast is Temple dedication. It is kept at the end of the harvest, the celebrants live in booths 
made from the various fruits of the land. The booths might beakind of sanctuary, and the temple a kind of 
booth. The commemoration of the wanderings through the widemess was not an important motivef or 
holding this feast. The water II bation and the Illuminati on were characteristic rites of this feast, the first to 
secure rain and the last to celebrate the full moon in the autumn...'p.35.
80 B.Sukkah 11b.
81 Hareuveni,... Biblical Heritage, p.70.
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agricultural celebrations of Pesach and Shavuot came to be overshadowed by their later 

historical aspects, Sukkot merged the historical and the natural and remained connected 

to the agicultural roots and imagery of its early observance.

A connection to the land emerges as central to this celebration of booths at the 

ingathering of the harvest. In conjunction with this appreciation of the land, there is also 

a seasonal connection to water, and particularly to rain. Tor in the Land of Israel, six

Regardless of the form of the temporary shelters or the “original objective" of the 

Festival of Booths, certain elements emerge as central to the observance: the building of 

booths to dwell in during the festival; the use of lulav and etrog; appreciation of the fruits 

of the harvest and the natural elements that caused them to thrive. Whereas the

Akiba would have been led to conclude, based on this supposition, that the 

Israelites had real, not metaphoric booths, as protection from the elements. This 

perception is reinforced by events that still take place today.

82 Hareuveni, ...Biblical Heritage, p.70.75.
83 Hareuveni, ,„Bibfcal Heritage, p.75.

Today, as then, wandering shepherds gather at oases 
during the season of Sukkot...In these oases people set up 
camp in booths rather than tents. The booths are built of 
palm wood and palm fronds and are more durable and 
convenient than tents...Rabbi Akiva’s assertion that the 
Israelites made real booths is proven, it would seem, by 
this mode of life, typical of nomads in the Sinai desert 
today, as well as in the days of Rabbi Akiva and in the time 
of the exodus from Egypt...83

If the exodus from Egypt, which took place in the first 
month, coincided with the month of Aviv, then in the 
seventh month, after six months of wandering in the 
wilderness, the Israelites were in the season when almost 
all pasturage in the Sinai desert had disappeared, and the 
cisterns and pools had died up. This was the time to 
gather up the flocks and the people and move to a desert 
oasis of date palm goves, where water abounds...82
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The Israelites felt there was a cause and effect relationship between their actions 

and God providing them with the rain needed for their crops.

Several Biblical passages indicate a relationship between the season of 

ingathering and the falling of rain. Moses reminds the Israelites of God’s eternal 

promise, “I will gant the rain for your land in season, the early rain and the late. You 

shall gather in your new gain and wine and oil."85 There is also evidence of the 

connection between Sukkot and rain in this declaration of Zechariah,

months of (fry weather come to an end-usually around the time of Sukkot. If the (frought 

lasts longer, it can bring disaster."84 The success or failire of the crops and thereby the 

life or death of the people was intimately connected to the correct amount of rain falling 

at the correct times.

All who survive of all those nations that came up against 
Jerusalem shall make a pilgrimage year by year to bow 
low to the King Lord of Hosts and to observe the Feast of 
Booths. Any of the earths communities that does not make 
the pilgimage to Jerusalem to bow low to the King Lord of 
Hosts shall receive no rain.88

Should the heavens be shut up and there be no rain 
because they have sinned against You, and then they gay 
toward this place and acknowledge Your name and repent 
of their sins, because You humbled them, may You hear in 
heaven and pardon the sin of Your servants, Your people 
Israel, when You have shown them the goper way in

84 Wtokov.Seasons..., p.53. Mi er and Hayes Indcale, Taiestine has two main seasons: a warm summer 
that is dryandrainiessandacoNMnterMthrainsroSnginfromtheMediterranean. Sometime in Octoberthe 
first of the 'eartyrains'moistensthe ground enough for plowing and planting. The growing season Mows, 
with most of the necessarymoisture coming in the form of sudden dovnpoura...The We rars of April and 
Maty are needed to help the crops reach f ul maturity, and normaiy they are the last of the rains...* p.49.
85 Deuteronomy 11:14. As o Deuteronomy 28:12,1 he Lord Mi open foryou His bounteous store, the 
heavens, to govide rain foryourland in season and to Ness al your undertakings' A connection can be 
seen in Leviticus 26:3-4 as wel, If you f olowmylavs and faithf Jy observe my commandment,,1 Mi grant 
vourrain3intheir3eason,sothatthe earth shalyeld its goduce and the trees of the field therfrut.
88 Zechariah 14:16-17. Accordrig to Seltzer, The first haff of the Book of Zechariah gobaNy dates from 
the 6th century BCE while the second hatf (chapters 9-14) are gobaNy from the later post-e>*c period. 
p.45.
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This cause and effect dynamic concerning rain, in which rain is either bestowed 

or denied to the people based on their actions, is most clearly described in the 

competition between Baal and Elijah in I Kings 18.88

In this story, there is a severe famine in Samaria, and Elijah is told by God, ‘Go, 

appear before Ahab; then I will send rain upon the earth.”89 A contest ensues, designed 

to determine if Baal, the local Canaanite god a Yahweh, the God of Israel, is more 

powerful.90 After perfaming a series of challenging rituals Elijah prevails and the story 

concludes. Elijah says to Ahab, ‘Go up, eat and dink, fa there is a rumbling of 

[approaching] rain.”91 A servant then reports, “A cloud as small as a man’s hand is rising 

in the west”92 to which Elijah responds, “Go say to Ahab, 'Hitch up [your chariot] and go 

down befae the rain stops you.”93 The final image of the stay is, “...the sky jew black 

with clouds; there was wind and a heavy downpour fell...The hand of the Lad had come 

upon Elijah.”94

This story in I Kings, and the other Biblical citations about rain can be best 

understood against the background of the Canaanite religious beliefs.95 The Israelites

871 Kings 8:36. Repeated in I Chronicles 6:26-27.
88 Anderson pp.272-275. Dr. Alan Cooper has pointed out that evidence of this relationship can also be 
found throughout the Psaims. He points specificaiy to Psalms 72:6-7. "Let him be Reran that fal on a 
mown field, Re a downpour of rain on the ground, that the righteous may flourish In his time, and wel-being 
abound, ti the moon is no more.'This passage, according to Cooper indicates the Israefte understanding 
that , activity in the cosmos focuses on the human realm. Ethical behavlorlnthe world wi bring these 
‘natural occurrences as wet as political impacts* 
891 Kings 18:1.
90 The transition of the IsraeRes from worshipping manylocal gods and Yahweh to sole commitment to 
Yahweh as the One God of Israel, is asubject of great dbcussion. twinot be pursued here but is (focussed 
by MBer and Hayes on pp.109-112, by Setzer on pp.34-39 and by Anderson on pp. 182-193.
911 Kings 18:41.
921 Kings 18:44.
»I Kings 18:44.
941 Kings 18:45-46.
95 Afbrioht in Yahweh and the Gode of Canaan writes (in 1965],*Thereigion oftheCanaankesis 
incomparably better known nowthan t was twenty-five years ago, thanks to the disc oven es at 
Ugarit...'p.115.

which they are to walk, and send down rain upon the land 
that You gave to Your people as their heritage...87
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The Canaanite understanding of rain has to do with the power of various gods 

and their interaction with each other.96

The Baal of a region is the lad" a "owner” of the land; its 
fertility is dependent upon sexual relations between him 
and his consort. When the rains came and the earth and 
water mingled, the mysterious powers of fertility stirred 
again. New life was resurrected after the barrenness of 
winter. This astonishing revival of nature, people believed, 
was due to sexual intercourse between Baal and his 
partner, Baalath...97

came into contact with these practices upon their entry into Canaan and integrated many 

of these rites and beliefs into their own religious system. Evidence of prayers and rites 

fa rain can be found in the historical practices of various joups in the region and it is 

likely that the Israelite practice was directly derived from the rain rituals of the 

Canaanites.

96 Concerning the broaderreigious beiefs of the Canaanites, ^bright, in Yahweh and the Gods oLCan&an, 
urges us to, "bear in mind, "that an actual ecological situation must be presupposed. The god a goddess of 
fertility comes to life with the groMh of vegetation. He orshe dies when vegetation des.-h Mediterranean 
cimat a, because of summer drought. In W gated regions the god or goddess of vegetation is brought to if e 
byamual or seasonal floodrig ,*p.126.
9' 4nderson,p.186.
96 Faadracussion of sympathetic magic In Jev^shtratRion, see JoshuaTrachtenberg,JeM2hlftaflcaoi 
Superstition, (Philadelphia: Jewsh Pubication Society, 1970), pp. 124-131.

The Canaanites however were not passive participants in this ritualistic provision 

of rain. The Canaanites believed that they could show the gods what they wanted by 

acting out, by modeling, the desired effect.

...Farmers were not mere spectatas of the sacred 
marriage. It was believed that by ritually enacting the 
cframa of Baal it was possible to assist-through magical 
power-the fertility powers to reach their consummation, 
and thereby to insure the welfare and prosperity of the 
land...The kind of magic in question is often called 
sympathetic a imitative magic.96 It rests on the assumption 
that when persons imitate the action of the gods, a power is 
released to bring that action about (Fa example: the
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The fact that there is no description of the ritual in the Biblical texts does not 

hinder the rabbis of the Mishnah from specifying the details of the water libation 

ceremony. They ascribe yeat authority to this ritual by asserting that it is “among the 

laws that were given to Moses on Mt. Sinai” and must be carried out without dispute.102 

The rabbis were probably aware that this ritual originated as a pagan rite, but more 

importantly, they were aware of the centrality of rain in the lives of the people. They 

knew it was crucial to maintain the interactive relationship between human beings and

We can begin to understand the Biblical perception of rain against the 

background of Canaanite beliefs and practices . While there is no actual evidence of it in 

the Biblical text, the Israelites, at the time of the fall harvest, may have engaged in rituals 

designed to encourage God to send rain upon their fields. The Mishnah describes in 

detail an elaborate ceremony of "water pouring” as part of the Festival of Sukkot. While 

the ceremony endured in Rabbinic Judaism, “the Sadducees rejected the ceremony 

because they could not find no support fa it in Scripture.”100

The only citation in the Bible that seems to apply directly to the pouring out of 

water at a time of yeat festivity is in Isaiah. The prophet describes,

99 Anderson, p. 186. x
100 Jacobs, 'Sukkot'p 499. SeeMbhnah Sukkah 4:9 and B.Sukkah 48b. Abo Josephus, Ant|quft|^ 
13:372.
101 batah 12:1,3.
102 Blackman's notes to MbhnahSukkah 4:9.

In that day, you shall say:
“I give thanks to You, 0 Lad!...
Fa Yah the Lad is my strength and might, 
And He has been my deliverance” 
Joyfully shall you draw water 
From the fountains of triumph...101

■rainmaker” who, by pouring water from a free and thereby 
imitating rain, induces the gods to end a d'ought.89
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103 Mishnah Sukkah4:9.

146

The water libation How so?-A golden flagon holding 
three log was filled from the pool of Shiloah. When they 
arrived at the Water Gate they sounded a prolonged blast 
(and) a quavering note, and a prolonged blast. He went up 
the ramp and turned to his left where there were two silver 
bowls...And they each had a hole like a narrow spout, one 
wide and the other narrow, so that both were emptied out 
together, the one to the west was for water and that to the 
east was fa wine...103

God, the source of the rain. The Mishnah describes the ritual of the water pouring in this 
way,

‘to rrni*^ ,tran -pcrr
.Th D’hS* Dj?TH5 2 nt
hsro1?* wan .rn'pTOrp-ja x^aa 

anm wj?n’ ,tran 
-i^Xatp1?** moi TO222* rnv* 
.□7 rn qpa □■6pp»•»$ 
<rn=« to naix rrpri?'□n

The pageantry continues and is enhanced by musical accompaniment, 
^nn in? .nwr n?an 'r’pnn 
nnn* iiw» ,n2xror] IT2’
.□io Dt”-nx n2tfrrnx K1?
nnaip nx"i x*?^ -n"1?? ntax
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The flute playing-sometimes five days and sometimes six 
days. This was the flute playing at the Libation Wat er-Well 
which overrode neither a Sabbath na a Holyday. They 
said that anyone who had not witnessed the rejoicing at

•’ipn □n-ip p-inpha rntf x^x 
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This ultimate ritual celebration culminates with the lighting of giant oil burning 

menorahs, dancing, singing, the playing of musical instruments, the sounding of the 

shofar and a formulaic declaration.105

This rite of pouring out water on the alter during Sukkot was not a petition to God 

to send the rain. That does not take place until the end of the festival.106 Prayers for rain 

were said only after the conclusion of the festival so the pilgrims would have time to 

return to their homes while the weather was still clear before the rains began.107 This 

pouring out of water was an ultimate expression of jatitude. The success of the 

gathered harvest was a gift from God, as were the rains that allowed the crops to grow, 

thrive, and come to fruition. The pouring out of water on the alter is thus a symbol of 

thanks and also a subtle reminder to God to send the rains again, in the coming year, at 

the proper season.

There are also echoes of the pagan past in the water
pouring itself. It was intended according to Rabbi Akiba, to 
remind the King of time and space to send rain in its correct 
season. If we pour water in a seasonal rhythm, that will 
help God remember to pour water-when we need it...So 
the water-pouring, with its hint of sympathetic magic, may 
seem somewhat like the outlook of those who worshipped 
Baal, the Canaanite weather God...For the Jews, the same 
God who revealed the Torah is responsible fa nature and 
fa rain...106

104 MshnahSukkah5:1.
105 Mrahnah Sukkah 5:2-4.
106 Goudoever explains, The pmtyvi or rain was connected vith the f east from ancient tines, the rite of 
water! bad on has a more or less magical character. By the time of the centuries around thebeginring of our 
emit has probably lost some of this character orit has been deiberatelysuppressed.'p. 34.
107 Kitov writes based onMishnahRoshHashanah 1:1 that, Tt voiid have been pro per therefore to 
mention rain during the prayers on the first day of the festival, just as we prayf or dew on the first day of 
Pesach....Nevertheless we do not explicitly prayf orrain before Shemini Atzeret. During al the days of 
Sukkot kis as if we are hinting to God that He should give us rain In the propertimes, through the symbolism 
of the four species which grovnaarwater, the vatarlbation on the alter, the circing of the alterv4th the

which grows nearariver. During prayer, however, we donot expfcitlymentionrain.'¥oll,p.211.
106 Yitakov, Seasons,,,, p.53.

the Libation Wat er-Wei I had never seen rejoicing in his 
life.10*
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109 Knobel, p.80.
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This testimony is beautiful, but it is not enough to only “turn our thoughts to the 

wonder and beauty of the world” on Sukkot. This is the attitude which must pervade all 

of our Festival celebrations. The partnership between “human labor and divine blessing” 

can be found in the historical background of the Festival celebrations and can be 

expressed in symbols that are Biblical and Mishnaic in origin.

Suggestion— Simchat Beit Hashoevah

Just as Pesach is a holiday of asking and answering questions, Sukkot is a 

holiday that is filled with tactile symbols and rituals. We build the Sukkah, we look at the 

stars through the lattice work roof, we wave the lulav and smell the etrog, we eat with 

invited guests, hearing the sounds of birds and animals just beyond our fragile walls. 

We touch the natural world by spending our time in these temporary frail dwellings. 

Sukkot is a festival of rejoicing using all of our senses.

Regarding the Festival of Sukkot, while it does not presently include a reference 

to or practice of water pouring, the Reform Movement has made jeat efforts to maintain 

the agricultural origins and symbols. The CCAR suggests this is the time of year to be 

aware of our role as caretakers of God’s earth and to be sensitive the valuable and 

limited resources that allow us to survive as tenants on the planet.

More than any other of the Pilgrimage Festivals, Sukkot 
has retained its agricultural character...Through the use of 
Lulav and Efrog we acknowledge our dependance upon 
God for the food we eat. Living in an urban environment, it 
is easy to forget that both human labor and divine blessing 
make the world fruitful. On Sukkot our thoughts turn to the 
wonder and beauty of the world, to our responsibilities as 
its caretakers, and to our obligation to share, for God is the 
true owner of the land and its produce.109
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Since the destruction of the Temple, we have abandoned Simchat Beit 

Hashoevah, the water-pouring ceremony. While libations on the alter may no longer be 

appropriate, the meaning behind this ritual is valuable for our time. Water pouring, in 

appreciation of the past rains and in anticipation of the coming rains, is yet another tactile 

symbol that can enhance our contemporary Sukkot celebration. This ritual takes on new 

significance in an era that is plagued by acid rain and by polluted rivers, lakes, and 

oceans. This ancient ritual of Simchat Beit Hashoevah can provide a means for 

adcfressing this pressing contemporary problem from the wealth and experience of our 

Jewish tradrtion.

The form that this renewed ritual should take is difficult to determine. The Shalom 

Center has issued a proposal for “Sukkat Shalom 1991’. It is a celebration that is 

designed to affirm peace and environmental wholeness within the observance of the 

fractional festival of Sukkot.111 In addition to the specific prog-ams outlined in the 

proposal, I offer the following suggestions for Sukkot celebrations.

When the Temple stood, Simchat Beit Hashoevah'+tvs 
marked by g-eat public festivity...Now...we have neither 
sacrifices nor wine libations nor water libation . 
Nevertheless, we still rejoice geatly during the Festival of 
Sukkot...It is customery in many Jewish communities for 
g-oups to gather during the nights of the Festival in 
synagogues and Houses of Study to rejoice together 
through song and praise in memory of Simchat Beit 
Hashoevah. ..It is customary to sing the fifteen songs of 
ascent (Psalms 120-134); which corresponds to the fifteen 
steps in the Sanctuary between the men’s courtyard and 
the women’s courtyard. On these steps the Levites stood 
as they sang and played during Simchat Beit 
Hashoevah.'™

110 KRovYoll, pp.187-188.
111 See Appendixforthe proposal Issued by the Shalom Cent er.
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* Reading of Psalms, accompanied by music and dancing.

* Pouring water from one vessel to another.

* Setting out collectors to catch and measure the amount of rain that 

falls from Sukkot to Sukkot.

* Introduce Shemini Atzeret and the liturgical additions that are made 

on this festival.112

* Express the universal value of rain based on a discussion of “the 

coming down of rain is an event jester than the giving of the 

Decalogue. The Torah is for Israel only, but rain is for the entire 

world.”113

Rain, for those of us who are city dwellers and not farmers, is very often an 

inconvenience rather than a blessing. Yet rain, in the proper amounts, at the proper 

seasons, is vital to our continued existence. Too much rain can cause severe flooding 

and with it the destruction of life and property. And, not enough rain can cause wide 

spread d'ought and the devastation of land as well as the death of humans and animals. 

Our continued existence, as well as the health of the animals, plants, and land itself, is 

dependant on a force beyond our control, the falling of rain, which like other gifts of the 

natural world is given to us by God.

In keeping with the previous suggestions of Bedkat Chametz and Bikkurim, 

reviving Simchat Beit Hashoevah as part of our Sukkot celebration, is another attempt to 

help modem urban Jews to be aware of the environmental and a jicultural cycles of the 

world. It is hoped that through participation in this ritual, we the created, can become 

more involved in being partners with God, the Creator, in the process of creation.

1121 hope to explore Shemini Atzeret, using the same format as has been usedto dtocuss Pesach, Shavuot 
and Sddcot, at length in another document. However, in the meantime, there is an extent discussion of it 
in WaskDy's book, Seasons of OurJov,and heindudesabeautifuiDrayerforvoter on o.71.
113 Midrash T a hirn 117:1.
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Introduction

1 Genesis 1:14-18.
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The Hebrew calendar, with its celebrations of Rosh Chodesh and the agricultural 

festivals, connects Jews with the manifold elements of the natural world. Through the 

Hebrew calendar, we can observe the patterns of heavens and notice the flow of the 

seasons; we can sense the Divine Creator. These calendical events can inspire us and 

lead us to seek, not only in a relationship with God, but active participation in the work of 

creation as caretakers of the earth. The Hebrew calendar, in its various forms, has long 

served this purpose for the Jewish people, similarly, our partnership with God, as 

caretakers of Creation is beautifully expressed in the Bible, in Rabbinic texts, and in 

contemporary writings.

As Jews, we are a people who measure our time accordng to the cycles of the 

sun and the moon. The jeat lights of the sky serve as our signs of the seasons, the 

days, and the years, as we define events throughout the Hebrew calendar. We have 

long been observers and acclaimers of the yeatness and the wonders of the heavens 

and their patterned movements. The psalmist wrote,

Chapter V 
ECOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE HEBREW CALENDAR 
Using the essence and structure of the Hebrew Calendar to ackkess 

current environmental issues.

God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to 
separate day from night; they shall serve as signs for the 
set times-the days and the years; and they shall serve as 
lights in the expanse of the sky to shine upon the earth.” 
And it was so. God made the two jeat lights, the jeater 
light to dominate the day and the lesser light to dominate 
the night, and the stars. And God set them in the expanse 
of the sky to shine upon the earth, to dominate the day and 
the night, and to separate light from darkness, and God 
saw that this was good.1
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Contemporary Expressions of Experiencing God in Nature

This recognition voiced by the psalmist echoes still today in the writings of 

historian and Sierra Club author, Thomas Berry.4

As we observe and acclaim, our admiration and praise goes to God, the Ultimate 

Creator, not to the objects themselves. We are not nature worshippers. These marvels 

of nature have within them the stamp of the the Divine, they themselves are not holy, but 

like each human, they bear the seal of the Creator.

0 Lord, our Lord,
How majestic is Your name throughout the earth, 
You who have covered the heavens with Your 

splendorl...
When I behold Your heavens, the work of Your fingers, 

the moon and stars that you set in place, 
what is man that You are mindful of him, 
mortal man that You have taken note of him, 

that You have made him little less than divine 
and adorned him with glory and majesty...3

2 Psalms 104:1-2, 19-20.
3 Psalms 8:2-6. Weber explains, "What captivates the poet more than anything ebe, however, is not so 
much the wonder which the cont emplati on of the starlit sky at right cafe forth ri his soul, an experience 
which he contentedly enjoys to the fui. On the contrary, that contemplation leads himtoamore profound 
insight. Behind the glorious splendor of the brflfiant sky tferrincfs eye emwages him who has created that 
splendor. I is for him, for the (wne Creator, that his song is intended...'p. 140.
4 'Thomas Berry, a historian of cultures, comes from the hi country of North Caroina. He has studied the 
ian g uag es an dcuRures and India and China and has participated in the educational program of the Tiboi 
tribes in Mindanao in Philippines. He is the author of numerous articles and several previous books, and

Bless the Lord, 0 my soul;
0 Lord, my God, You are very cyeat;

You are clothed in glory and majesty, 
wrapped in a robe of light;
You spread the heavens like a tent doth...

He made the moon to mark the seasons;
the sun knows when to set.

You bring on darkness and it is night, 
when all the beasts of the forests stir...2
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We observe, we ponder, and perhaps, if we are perceptive and prepared, we 

can glimpse answers to these questions. We can see beyond the shining stars and the

Observing the heavens and their miraculous patterns and cycles prods us to ask 

the hard questions, the deep questions, the questions of who we are and why we exist. 

Like the psalmist, naturalist Chet Raymo5 describes the experience many of us may have 

on a dear night, in an open place when we stand in awe of the heavens blanketed with 

stars, lit by a shining moon.

And now comes the time to face the ultimate questions, as 
one must always face them on nights such as this one 
when starlight soaks the ground like a summer rain, 
staining the stoney brown soil the darker color of wet peat 
and moistening the limestone pebbles of the road a deeper 
gray. The irises in the ditch stand on tiptoes to catch their 
share of starlight-and of the neutrinos falling from Vega 
that zip through their splayed yellow fingers, plash 
[splash?] into the ground, and go on to China. How do I 
ask the the questions without sounding the fool? I am not a 
philosopher. I am not a theologian. I will ask the questions 
exactly as I learned them as a child. Let them stand erect 
like the irises, foolishly flapping their diches, venerable in 
their fool’s silks: Who am ft Why am I here?

served as President of the American Teilhard Awoctab on forth# Human Future. Presently he is drector of a 
res earc he ent er in Nev York devoted to the study of a Mabie mode of human presence uponlhe earth.' 
(From book jacket of TheDream of the Earth)
5 Beny, p.46.
• "Chet Raymo is Professor of Physicsand Astronomy at StonehBCoBege, Massachusetts. Ateacher, 
naturafet, and science columnist for The Boeton Globe, he to the author of the highly praised TheSouLof 
the Nioht, the best-seing 365 StarrvNiflhts, and several other books, four of which have been major book 
dub selections "(From cover page of HoncY From Stone.)
7 Raymo, p. 177.

The ecological age fosters the deep awareness of the 
sacred presence within each reality of the universe. There 
is an awe and reverence due to the stars in the heavens, 
the sun, and all heavenly bodies; to the seas and the 
continents; to all living forms of trees and flowers: to the 
myriad expressions of life in the sea; to the animals of the 
forests and the birds of the air. To wantonly destroy a living 
species is to silence forever a divine voice...5
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Observation, deep contemplation, and understanding of the heavens ultimately 

forced Hawking to link the realm of science with the domain of the Divine.

God is ultimately the force behind these marvels we observe. The vastness of the 

heavens, the infinitely large black holes and the ultra-microscopic quarks led physicist 

Stephen Hawking9 to ponder these existential questions from a scientific approach.

bright moon, to the One who fashioned all this beauty, God. Raymo describes just such 

a holy encounter.

...But ever since the dawn of civilization, people have not 
been content to see events as unconnected and 
inexplicable. They have craved an understanding of the 
underlying order of the world. Today we still yearn to know 
why we are here and where we came from. Humanity’s 
deepest desire for knowledge is justification for our 
continuing quest. And our goal is nothing less than a 
complete description of the universe we live in.10

However, if we do discover a complete theory, it should in 
time be understandable in broad principle by everyone, not 
just a few scientists. Then we shall all, philosophers, 
scientists, and just ordinary people, be able to take part in 
the discussion of the question why it is that we and the 
universe exist. If we find the answer to that, it would be the 
ultimate triumph of human reason-for then we would know 
the mind of God.11

... Photons of racfiant energy stream across the light-years, 
wind-whipped whitecaps of visible light and the longer 
swells of the infrared, to fall upon the Earth out of the dark 
night-denying, revealing, hiding, making plain. I am 
soaked by starlight; I am blown by stellar wind. I am bent 
low in that downpour of revelation.®

• Raymo,p.186.
9 'Stephen W. Hawking to fourtyeixyeera old. He mb bom on the enrtverwy of Ge»e0's death, holds 
Newton's chair as Lucasian Prof essor of Mathematics at Cambridge Universkyand to widely regarded as the 
most briBant theoretical physicist since Bnstein.'fFrom book jacket of A Brief History of TrELCj
10 Hawking, p. 13.
11 Hawking, p. 175.
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This is the challenge that confronts religious people: to know or to experience the 

closeness of God. All too often, “the real tragedy, however, is that religious and spiritual 

persons themselves remain unaware of their need to provide fa themselves and fa the 

society a more significant evaluation of the larger context of our live..."12 Clergy as well 

as religiously and spiritually minded individuals can ckaw closer to the Divine by 

recognizing the global and universal wald in which we human beings abide. By 

recognizing the cycles of the wald around us, by celebrating the agicultural elements of 

the festivals, we can experience God, the Creata. In developing a sensitivity to the 

Creative genius of the Creata, we can enter in to a relationship with God, and as a result 

of that, we can become mae concerned about all the wonders of aeation, the heavens, 

the earth, the seas, and all the fams of life that inhabit them.

Job's Experience of God in Nature

An example of this phenomenon, of using Nature as a means to reach God, is 

found in the Book of Job. Job has suffered tremendous loss and wonders why he, a 

seemingly righteous man, should be the victim of God's wrath. He questions the 

meaning of his relationship with the Divine. God responds by parading all the marvels of 

nature befae Job, the seasons, the heavens, the birds and the animals. God asks Job,

Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundations?
Speak if you have understanding.
Do you know who fixed its dimensions
Or who measured it with a line?
Onto what were its bases sunk?
Who set its comastone...
Have you eva commanded the day to break,
Assigned the dawn its place...?
Have you penetrated the vaults of snow,
Seen the vaults of hail...?
Can you tie cads to Pleiades
Or undo the reins of Orion?

12 Berry, p.112.
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Job comes to appreciate his relationship with God when he uses not only his 

ears to hear but also his eyes to see. He carefully observes and perceives all that is in 

the world, all of the gifts that are given to human beings by God. He appreciates them

Job watches all the wonders of nature unfold before him and he realizes that it is 

only God who can create all these wonders and cause all of these perfect events to take 

place. Job comes to understand that the workings of the cosmos are so complex and 

intricate that he, a mortal man, can not hope to understand them, much less the reasons 

for his own apparent sufferings.14 He can, however, be sensitive to the natural world 

around him and through it (taw closer to God, the Ultimate Creator. Job replies to God,

I know that You can do everything,
That nothing you propose is impossible for You.
Who is this who obscures counsel without knowledge?
Indeed I spoke without understanding
Of things beyond me, which I did not know.
Hear now, and I will speak;
I will ask, and You will inform me.
I heard you with my ears,
But now I see you with my eyes;
Therefore, I recant and relent,
Being but dust and ashes.15

13 Job 38:4-6,12,22,31-33. 39:1,26.
14 Matitiahu Tsefdt proposes that God leads Job through the world In orderto show him event hing e»ept 
Justice. He argues that the element of Justice is not to be foundin the world as God created k. Humans 
might imagine that the world is run on Justice but it is not. God's role is to give low end ideas, but God does 
not execute those Ideas. God has the powerto do so but doesnot exercise I, choosy(Instead to recede 
and allow people to be partners (Class lecture 12/19/89). See also, Mattiahu Tsevat, he M earwig of the 
Book of Job."HUCA (19661:73-107.
15 Job 42:2-6.

Can you lead out Mazzaroth in its season,
Conduct the Bear with her sons?
Do you know the laws of heaven
Or impose its authority on earth?...
Do you know the season when the mountaingoats give 
birth?...
Is it by your wisdom that the hawk jows pinions, 
Spreads his wings to the south?...13
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and more importantly, he honors the uniqueness of their Creator. As a result, Job comes 

to be blessed by God.16

We seek this ever elusive relationship with God in many ways: through prayer, 

through the fulfillment of commandments, in pursuing social justice, in the study of Torah 

and, by observing and interacting with the cycles of the world of nature. All of these, in 

addition to many other vehicles, are ways to approach God, to enter into a relationship 

with the Divine and add meaning to our lives. “Many religious and spiritual persons are 

beginning to understand the new context of their own future developments as members 

of the planetary community...Now a new vision and new vigor are available...through our 

modern understanding of the origin and development of the universe and emerging 

ecological age...”17

Our understanding of the natural world is different from the understanding that 

was held by our Biblical ancestors. We often think of ourselves as being more 

sophisticated and advanced because we have more finely tuned and costly technology. 

And yet, while the Biblical community may not have known the details of photosynthesis 

or the speed of light, they had a tremendous amount of reverence, respect and praise for 

the wonders of the natural world. The challenge for us today is to maintain that sense of 

awe and wonder at the majesty of creation as we continue to use our skills to understand 

its various mechanisms.

As we continue to learn and understand more about the natural world around us, 

we can cfraw closer to nature and to God. From this closeness we may then want to feel 

more involved. Those people who are brought near to God through prayer may be

16 G or dis, "Ecology in the Jewish Tradkion'upholds that there are two significant in plications from the Book 
of Job. *The first is theological: since the universe was not created vrith man as its center, neitherthe Creator 
northe cosmos can be judged from man's vantage-point. The second is ecological: though the poet was not 
concerned with presenting arefi gio-ethical basis for ecology, he has in effect doneso. Man takes hrs place 
among the otherlving creatures who are ikewise the handwork of God. Thereforem^hasnorhwwt 
right to abuse or exploit t helving creatures orthe natural resources to be found n a world not of hrsmakng, 
not intended for his exclusive habitation.' p.21.
17 Berry, p. 122.



CARETAKING IN THE BIBLE

158

The problem focuses on the interpretation of the words of Genesis 1:28, “Master it 

and rule” and those of Genesis 2:15, “to till it and to tend it.” Historically these words 

have been understood to mean that humans have the dominion, the power to exploit, 

everything else that exists in the created world, the plants and animals, the water, the

Varied Religious Perspectives

Discussion of the Biblical relationship between human beings, God, and the 

natural world almost invariably begins with a discussion of two passages from the stories 

of creation found in the book of Genesis.

moved to compose liturgical verse. Others who encounter God through the study of 

sacred texts may be inspired to create textual commentary. Those individuals who 

encounter God in the world of Nature may be motivated to share with God in the 

nurturing and the continued creation of these wonders. This desire to be a caretaker of 

God’s created world, comes not only from the experiential encounter of God in nature but 

can also be found in the texts of our tradition.

The Lord God took man and placed him in the garden of
Eden, to till it and to tend it.20

God blessed them and said to them, Be fertile and 
increase, fill the earth and master it; and rule10 the fish 
of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the living things that 
creep the earth.19

10 HTI nvaai Accordrigto Brown Driverand Briggs, tlVaSl is based on the root V53 which has 
the meaning of to subdue or bring into bondage. 1*TTI is based on the root and means, to have 
dominion, to rule or to dominate.  . .. -
19 Genesis 1:28. JeremyCohen traces the Biblical and Rabbinic interpretations of the ^swgenhts work 
*Be Fertile end hcrease. Fill the Earth and Master^ The Moi ent end Mediewl Career of a BibfcalTe^ 
(thaca: Cornel University Press, 1989).
29 Genesis 2:15. . According to Brovm, Driverand Briggs, TTirTts based on the
root which means to work ortoserve. is based on the root which means to keep, to
watch orto preserve.
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land, and the sky. This position is articulated by Sarna in his comment to Genesis 1:28, 

“This exclusive distinction endows man with power over the animal and vegetable 

worlds and confers upon him the right, nay the duty, to exploit the resources of nature for 

his own benefit...”21

Lynn White Jr., in an article considered by many to be the seminal work about the 

religious roots of the environmental crisis,22 explains that this attitude became prominent 

sometime after the seventh century CE. Farmers in Northern Europe developed a new 

type of plow, one that used teams of oxen to dig deep furrows in the soil rather than the 

scratch-plows. This change had broad repercussions for the distribution of land, its use, 

and human beings relationship to it.

Thus distribution of land was based no longer on the 
needs of a family, but rather, on the capacity of a power 
machine to till the earth. Man’s relation to the soil was 
profoundly changed. Formerly man had been a part of 
nature; now he was an exploiter of nature..23

This attitude has resulted in the wide spread destruction of fertile land, large 

quantities of polluted, uncfrinkable water, extinction of numerous species of plants and 

animals and a threat to the very existence of human life itself. As a result of these 

catastrophes, this interpretation of the Biblical text has come under scrutiny. Recently, it 

has been rejected by [many] environmentalists, Biblical scholars and theologians.24 

“Environmentalists have for some years now delivered a negative ecological judgement 

on Biblical traditions, finding in them the seeds of the West’s devaluation of nature and 

exploitive attitudes toward it."25

21 Sama, p.15.
22 Lynn White Jr, The Historical Roots of Oir Ecological Crete/ Science.155:1203-1207.
23 White, p. 1205.
24 See Bernhard Alderson, “Human Donation OverNature'in Blbfical Stutjre in Contemporary Thought,
ed.Miriam Ward pp rrvl Fed pg/American Journal of Theology and Phjjosophy.1:14-
30.
25 the RiMe“in Harvard DMnity Bulletin IFal 1989), p.2.
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Among the yeat Christian teachers, none is more 
identified with an ethic of nature than Francis of Assisi 
(11627-1226), who treated all living things and inanimate 
objects as if they were his brothers and sisters.Jt is not 
unlikely that the Franciscan worship of nature, in its various 
philosophical, scientific, and religious fams, has played 
some part in the emergence of the doctrine of conservation 
in the countries of Western civilization and its rapid spread 
during the past century.27

There is a need to move beyond the wads of the Genesis staies. It provides a 

definition that fa too long has been interpreted too narrowly. The relationship between 

human beings, God, and the earth involves mae sophistication and sensitivity than 

simple mastery. Biblical interpreters, scholars, religious and lay leaders, and concerned 

individuals are coming to see the earth as something to be used but also something to 

be protected. Support fa this attitude can be found in many Biblical passages and in a 

variety of religious traditions. There are a number of religious individuals who provide 

models fa humans in being partners with God and Nature.

White proposes Saint Francis of Assisi as the patron saint of environmentalists.2®

Benedict of Nurisia, who was certainly as a good a 
Christian as Francis of Assisi, can be regarded as a patron 
saint of those who believe that true conservation means 
not only protecting nature against human misbehavia but 
also developing human activities which fava a creative, 
harmonious relationship between man and nature.2®

26 White, p. 1207. "The key to an understating of Francis Is his belief in the virtue of humSty-not merely for 
the individual butfamanasaspecies. Francis tried to depose man from his monarchy overcreation and set 
up a democracy of al God's creatures.'p. 1206.
27 Dubos, p. 162. x .
28 "ReneDubos was famany years a professor at The Rockefeier University in Nev Y wk City. An eminent 
microbioiogot end experimental pathologist as vei as vmter, Dr. Dubos was at he first scientist to demonstrate 
the feasibility of obtaining germ-fighting drugs from microbes, ki 1969 he was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for 
So Human an Animal, he died in 1982.'(From book jacket of AGodWthin)
29 Dubos, p.168. Dubos goes onto explain,'The first chapter of Genesis speaksid'mans dominion oyer 
nature. The Benedictine rule in contrast seems inspired rather from the second chapters which the Good 
Lad placed the man in the Garden of Edennotasamasterbilratherhthespri of stewardship. 
Throughout the history of the Benetfctine order, its monks have activelyntervenecInnature-as farmers 
bidders and scholara They have brought about profound transformations of sod, water, fair*, and flora, but
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In addition, Native American religious culture provides a very powerful model of 

the ideal relationship that should exist between human being, God and the earth. Chief 

Seattle wrote a letter to the United States Government in 1852 responding to their 

inquiry to purchase the tribal lands of his ancestors. His response embodies a religious 

belief that upholds the use of the resources of the earth while protecting them from 

exploitation by human beings. He wrote,

in such a wise manner that thermanagement of natire has proved compatible in most cases v^th the 
maintenance of environmental quality. Tothis extent, Saint Benedict is-./elavantto human War the 
modem world and to the human con (ft! on in general.'p. 169-170.
30 Campbei, p.33-35.

The President in Washington sends word that he 
wishes to buy our land. But how can you buy or sell the 
sky? The land? The idea is strange to us. If we do not 
own the freshness of the air and the sparkle of the water, 
how can you buy them?

Every part of this earth is sacred to my people. 
Every shining pine needle, every sandy shore, every mist 
in the dark woods, every meadow, every humming insect. 
All are holy in the memory and experience of my people...

This we know: the earth does not belong to man, 
man belongs to the earth. All things are connected like the 
blood that unites us all. Man did not weave the web of life, 
he is merely a strand in it. Whatever he does to the web, 
he does to himself.

One thing we know: our god is also your god. The 
earth is precious to him and to harm the earth is to heap 
contempt on its creator...

We love this earth as a newborn loves its mother’s 
heartbeat. So, if we sell you our land, love it as we have 
loved it. Care for it. Hold in your mind the memory of the 
land as it is when you receive it. Preserve the land for all 
chilcfren and love it, as God loves all.

As we are part of the land, you too are part of the 
land. This earth is precious to us. It is also precious to you. 
One thing we know: there is only one God. No man, be he 
Red Man or White Man, can be apart. We are brothers 
after all.30
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The prophet Isaiah made dear that the earth and the heavens are the 

possessions of God and not that of humans.

Concern and sensitivity for the natural world does not have to be separate from 

one’s religious beliefs. These models show that one’s religious beliefs can lead to 

caring, nurturing relationships between the Creator, the Created, and Creation.’1

While we can look to these varied religious viewpoints for models of a healthy 

relationship between human beings, God, and the earth, we can also find them deep 

within the Biblical tradition. The Bible does dedare that human beings are to master, 

rule, till, and tend the Earth. The Bible goes on, however, to express God’s ultimate 

ownership of the earth. This owner, according to the Bible, describes God as an owner 

that allows the tenants to use, but not abuse or destroy, the gifts of that abode. All of 

these images combine and can be interpreted to mean that indeed humans can use the 

resources of the earth, but they must at all times remember that these are the gifts of God. 

Humans are to care fa the gifts and protect them fa future generations.

God’s dominion, as opposed to the power of people, over the land is expressed 

in these passages from the Taah:

Mark, the heavens to ther uttermost reaches belong to the 
Lad your God, the earth and all that is on it!32

But the land must not be sold beyond redaim, fa the land 
is Mine; you are but strangers resident with Me.
Throughout the land that you hold, you must provide fa the 
redemption of the land.33

31 This belief is expressed from the perspective of areUglous naturalist In an essay by Rabbi Roland B. 
GSttefoohn, *No Retreat From Reas on/COR Yearbook 74 (1964): 191-203.
32 Deuteronomy 10:14.
33 Leviticus 25:23-24.
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The attitude of “mastery”, found in the opening verses of Genesis, give an 

individual or a croup the freedom to exploit or destroy the natural world, and is in direct 

contradiction with much of what is described in other passages of the Bible. As the 

previous text have shown, the Bible consistently emphasizes not the role of “master” as 

dominator and exploiter but rather the combined role of "master” as both “tiller" and 

"tender”.

The Torah teaches that we are indeed permitted to make use of the resources of 

this beautiful world. We are to eat the fruits and grains,37 we may eat of the animals,3*

Ownership of the heavens and the earth is ascribed to God in this passage 

attributed to King David.

The Psalmist also perceived the earth as the possession of God.

The earth is the Lord’s and all that it holds, 
the world and its inhabitants.

For He founded it upon the ocean,
set it on the nether-streams...35

Yours, 0 Lord, are greatness, might, splendor, triumph, and 
majesty-yes, all that is in heaven and on earth; to You, 
Lord, belong kingship and preeminence above all. Riches 
and honor are Yours to dispense; You have dominion over 
all; with You are strength and might...35

34 Isaiah 66:1-2.
35 Psalms 24:1-2.
35 (Chronicles 29:11-12.
37 Genesis 1:29. 'God sad, See, I give you every seed-bearing fruit; theyshaB be yours f orf ood*
35 Genesis 9:34. 'Everycreaturethativesshallbeyouratoeai; as with the green grasses, I give you al 
these. You must not, however, eat flesh with its life-blood in it.* Pederson explains, *The beasts are judged

Thus said the Lord:
The heaven is My throne 
And the earth is My footstool: 
Where could you build a house for Me, 
What place could serve as My abode? 
All this was made by My hand, 
And thus it all came into being, 
-declares the Lord.34
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and we may use the wood of trees.39 But, we are also to protect these precious 

commodities. We may not waste food, we are to leave the gleanings of the field for the 

needy40 and we are to allow the fields to rest every seven years.41 We are not to abuse 

the animals,42 and they too must be allowed a day of rest43 We may not wantonly 

destroy natural resources, only certain trees can be cut down and only for certain 

purposes. And, our waste is to be disposed of in a safe manner, away from areas 

inhabited by human beings.44 All of this indicates, that from a Biblical perspective the 

earth and its resources are not be be “mastered”-dominated and exploited; rather they 

are to be used-but used with care and within certain limits, and always with the 

understanding that they are gifts bestowed upon us by God.

This attitude of caring for nature because it is a gift from God, the Creator, is 

illustrated in the story of Jonah. As Robert Gordis has written, “perhaps the most 

eloquent affirmation of concern with the welfare of all living things-eloquent precisely 

because it is indirect and seemingly unintentionab-occurs in the unforgettable dimax of

by th er relation to man; for man is, in the eyes of the Hebrews, the goal of aU created things. Toward animals 
he feels like aruler. Even if he acknowledges their nature and has a covenant wth hb domestic animate, he 
claims to be the absolute rulerin this covenant relations (Based on Gen. 2:19, Gen. 9:2, Psalm 8).*p.404.
39 Deuteronomy 20:20. “Only tress that you know do not yield food may be destroyed; you maycut them 
down for constructing siegeworks against the city that b waging war on you, until t has been reduced.*
40 Leviticus 19:9-10. *When you reap the harvest of yourland, you shall not reap al the way to the edges of 
your field or gatherthe gleanings of your harvest. Youshainot pick your vineyard bare, or gatherthe fallen 
fruit of yourvineyard; you shall leave them forthepoorand the stranger. lamtheLordyourGod.'
41 Exodus 23:10-11. 'Sixyears you shalsowyourland and gatherin Us yield; but in the seventh you shal 
I etit rest an die fallow. Let the needyamong your people eat of it, and what they leave let the wild beasts 
eat. You shal do the same with yourvineyards and your olive groves'
42 Deuteronomy 22:10.*You shal not plowwith an oxand an ass together.* Aso, Deuteronomy 254. *You 
shal not muzzle an oxwhle lb threshing* See Howard Schwarz,'Judatemand Compassion for Arimate In 
Judaism and Vegetarianism po. 13-30 for additional ref arene as to thb topic.
43 Exodus 23:12. 'Six days you shal do yourwork, but on the seventh dayyoushafl cease from labor, in 
order that your ox and your ass may rest, and that your bondman and the stranger may ba refreshed.
44 Deuteronomy 23:13-15. “futtherthere shal be an areaf or you outside the camp where you may releve 
yourself. Wth your gear you shal have aspike, and when you have squatted you shall dg a hole with it and 
cover up your excrement. Since the Lord yourGod moves about in yourcamp to protect you and to deaver 
your enemies to you, let your camp be holy; let Him not find anything unseemly among you and turn away 
from you.*
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Jonah wishes to de, not because he feels guilty about the death of the plant, but 

in order to end, once and for all, his own suffering. In response to Jonah’s total lack of 

concern or action on behalf of any of the created world except himself, God asks him 

another question. From this rhetorical question, from closing words of the Book of 

Jonah, we can ascertain our responsibility not only to care, but to appreciate and nurture 

all that God has created.

Jonah is pleased that the plant shelters him from the sun, and yet he does not 

thank God for providing the plant, and he does nothing to care for the plant. He takes for 

chanted this most valuable and fragile resource. As a result of his behavior,

45 Gordie, "Ecoiogyin the Jewish Tradition.'p.20.
46 Jonah 4:5-6.
47 Jonah 4:7-9.

the Book of Jonah.”45 Jonah has finally delivered his message of prophecy to the people 

of Nineveh and he goes to the outskirts of the city to observe the results of his message

Now Jonah had left the city and found a place east of the 
city. He made a booth there and sat under it in the shade, 
until he should see what happened to the city. The Lord 
God provided a ricinus plant [or gourd], which grew up over 
Jonah, to provide shade for his head and save him from 
discomfort. Jonah was very happy about the plant.45

The Lord said: “You cared about the plant, which you did 
not work for and which you did not grow, which appeared 
overnight and perished overnight. And should not I care 
about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than 
a huncfred and twenty thousand persons who do not yet

..the next day at dawn God provided a worm, which 
attacked the plant so that it withered. And when the sun 
rose, God provided a sultry east wind; the sun beat down 
on Jonah’s head, and he became faint. He begged for 
death, saying “I would rather die than live.” Then God said 
to Jonah, “Are you so deeply gieved about the plant?” 
“Yes,” he replied, ‘so deeply that I want to de.”47
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The fine line between use and abuse of the gifts of nature is explained by 

Pederson.

Mastery does not mean freedom to conquer and destroy; rather it means to act in 

accord with God and nature. Jonah teaches the importance of having compassion for all 

that God has created. Mastery means using the resources of the world but always 

knowing that they can only be created by God and are always worthy of our praise, 

admiration and respect. This passage from Psalms captures the ideal attitude for 

humans to adopt toward God and nature.

...What is man that you are mindful of him, mortal man that 
you have made him little less than divine, and adorned him 
with glory and majesty. You have made him master over 
Your handiwork, laying the world at his feet. Sheep and 
oxen, all of them, and wild beasts too; the birds of the 
heavens, the fish of the sea, whatever travels the paths of 
the sea. 0 Lad our God, how majestic is your name 
throughout the earth!49

« Jonah 4:10-11.
49 Psalms 8:5-10.
50 Pederson, p.480.

Thus there are a number of rules to be observed in relation 
to the earth. It’s blessing must be tended, its nature not 
violated, and yet it is to be kept dose to the soul of man 
and received into it. If it is violated, it revolts and becomes 
a wilderness; and if the people lose the blessing, then it 
taints the earth and is spewed out of it (Leviticus 20:22).50

The Biblical authas did not use wads like ecology a environmentalism, but it is 

dear they understood there were limits placed on human beings. Nature was a gift 

given by God, to be both used and treasured. Isaiah reminds us,

Fa thus says the Lad, 
The Creata of heaven who alone is God,

know their right hand from their left, and many beasts as 
well!”4®



167

This description is still relevant to our world today. It is the ultimate message of 

the Biblical texts and the one from which we and our world can most benefit. The Bible

Pederson best describes the relationship that existed in the Biblical period 

between God, the Earth and human beings . He writes,

The relation between the earth and its owner is not that the 
earth, like a dead mass, makes part of his psychic whole- 
an impossible thought. It is a covenant relationship, a 
psychic community, and the owner does not solely prevail 
in the relation. The earth has its nature, which makes itself 
felt, and demands respect. The important thing is to deal 
with it accordingly and not to ill-treat it.53

May you be blessed by the Lord, 
Maker of heaven and earth. 
The heavens belong to the Lord, 
But the earth He gave over to man.52

Who formed the earth and made it, 
Who alone established it- 
He did not create it a waste 
But formed it for habitation:
I am the Lad, there is none else.51

51 Isaiah 45:18.
52 Psalms 115:15-16.
53 Pederson, p.479.

The psalmist also makes clear that the earth is shared between God and the 

people.

provides a detailed and complex image of the relationship between God, human beings 

and the earth. This dynamic is far more complicated than the traditional interpretations 

derived from the statements made in Genesis. Our Biblical heritage teaches us that we 

must understand God to be the ultimate Creata. Nature is the expression of God’s 

powers. We are to praise God, and preserve, not destroy, the beautiful gifts given to us.
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In the hour when the Holy One, blessed be he, created the 
first man, He took him and let him pass before all the trees 
of the Garden of Eden and said to him: See the works, how 
fine and excellent they are! Now all that I have created; I 
created for your benefit. Think upon this and do not corrupt 
and destroy my world. Fa if you destroy it, there is no one 
to restae it after you.54

The Rabbis also warn us against destroying the world that God has created in 

this passage from Pirke Avot.

CARETAKING IN THE RABBINIC PERIOD

From Aggadah

The relationship between God, human beings and Creation that is established in 

the Biblical materials is further developed and defined in the Rabbinic Period. The 

relationship is typified in this Mitfrashic passage,

54 Koheiet Rabba 7:13. This is one of the meet often cited rabbinic texts in regard to defining the role of 
humans as caretakers of God's Creation. It to a vald piece of evidence but should not be overused. Aso 
overused, and therefore not included in the body of this work, to this passage from Sef er Hac hiriuch 529. 
The purpose of a mtteva/i, as to well known, Is to train oursouis to love the good and that which to creative 
and useful and to refrain from al that which to destructive. The way of the righteous and men of good deeds 
is to love peace and take pleasure in the welfare of theirfellovman and drawthemdosertotheTorah. They 
would not want only destroy even amustard seed. They are grieved and oppressed at the sight of waste and 
destruction. If they could save anything from being destroyed they would do so with al their power. The 
wicked are not so. They ere the brethren of al despodera. They are happy in destroying the world as hey 
are in destroying themselves...Generally speaking the Rabbis forbade al destructive acts and they Inked 
one who destroys anythin gin an ger to one who wots hi pa idols.'

vny ivx ax pnS tar *0 ’0 mSxn ax nxn M K 
Sy man ita; jtvkvi onx ax ,Topn x-ot -ys?o 
ad Sai pnowni o’xi too 'cys nxi iS toxi py p 'jS'x So 
• 'nSiy ax 0'vim SpSpA xSc yiyi ;a • <axto ■jS'opo 'nxioa

• -jmx j>A'» »o px nSpSp oxer
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There are also examples in the Rabbinic texts which describe the relationship 

between human beings, God, and nature as one in which human beings are actively 

involved in the ongoing process of creation. People are both caretakers and creators. 

This story is from Mickash Tanhuma, an eighth century collection organized according to 

the Torah lection.56

By ten [Divine] sayings was the world created. Why does 
the Torah indicate this? Surely the world could have been 
created by one divine utterance! It comes to tell us that 
God will exact severe penalty from the wicked who destroy 
the world which was created by no less than than 
utterances, and that He will jant rich reward to the 
righteous who maintain the world which was created by ten 
utterances.55

•o'/’iyn xnq; ninnxn mto

‘jto; nnx 
jngxa©* Dwnn-p

□‘ron-nx 
□io "Dtp jrrbi* ,nrinxn 
□^ivri'nx D’pns1?

•nrraxa x-p#

55 Pirke Avot ¥:1. (Translation provided by Lamm in Faith and Doubt p.161.1 Goldin explains, "The object of 
making mawe of theten sayings is to serve as a warning to the evil doers, who by th eir wickedness destroy 
the world, the objective for which the world was created, making them aware of the grave responsibility they 
have, an d t hat t h eir p unis hm ent wo ul d b e c omm ens urat e wit h t h e gravity of t h eir crim e. C on vers ely, it is t o 
encourage the righteous, in pointing out to them how great th eir reward will be for helping maintain the 
existence of the Creation, and the object for which it had been called into being-f orman to live in 
accordance with the moral pnnciples of the Law of God/ p.74.
56 Dr. Lewis Barth (class notes 11/23/88) explains the Tanhuma was written aft er Leviticus Rabba, Pisikta de 
RavKahanahand Lamentations Rabba but prior to the Islamic period.lt is acollection of material, mush of 
which can be found in other places. It was written primarily in Hebrew, and translates into Hebrew those 
/ttztfas-Awwhic h ot h erwis e ap p ear in /Aramaic. Bart h arg u es t hat Mi dras h Tan h uma is n ot as creative as earii er 
material because of its stylistic criteria.

period.lt


170

A story. Tarnus Rufus the Wicked asks Rabbi Akiva, 
"Which is a more beautiful (desirable, useful) creation, that 
which is created by the Holy One blessed be He, or that 
which is made by those of flesh and blood (human 
beings)?" Akiva)said to him, ‘That which is of human 
beings is more beautiful.” Tarnus Rufus said to him, 
“Behold the heavens and the earth, can man make 
creations like these?” Rabbi Akiva said to him, "Do not 
speak to me of things that are above, from the Creator, for 
there is no power (to be had by humans) over them. • 
Rather speak of things that are excellent (within the power) 
of human beings." Tarnus Rufus asked him, “Why do 
practice circumcision?” Akiva said to him. "I knew that you 
would ask me about this matter, and therefore I anticipated 
(your question) and I have (already) said to you that the 
creations of human beings are more beautiful than those of 
the Holy One blessed be He.” Then Rabbi Akiva brought 
sheaves of crain and loaves of bread before him. He said, 
“These (sheaves) are the work of the Holy One blessed be 
He, and these (loaves) are the work of the hands of men. 
Akiva said to him, “Are not these (loaves of bread) more 
desirable than these sheaves?" Tarnus Rufus said to him, 
“If a person is more desirable after being circumcised, how 
come the newborn does not emerge circumcised from the 
womb of his mother?" Rabbi Akiva said to him, “Why is it 
that his umbilical cord comes out connected with him and 
his mother has to cut it off?!" And now, with respect to what 
you asked earlier, Why one is not born circumcised? 
Because the Holy One blessed be He, did not give the 
commandments to Israel for any reason other than they 
should refine (complete) themselves by them. As David 
said, “the way of the Lad is perfect; the wad of the Lad is

nx yftan oiDnoinio 5xpr “ftyg
•°’J te lx Kin-qn;-r‘-rj?n 57“,:rxj D’Pya irx ,x:?» 
nKrn O’gyn ,troripu-jio ft aax .D’Kj d-b nfc? ^.ft'agx

’? nnxn x5,x?’py ’?a ft aax ?on? xxi’? niPy/oix Maj 
o.-ic* zr-13-r x,x
y iv ’n”n ’jx ,ft agx .p?ia onx na5 ,*,? ngx .crx ’jps ppxp 
c-jx ncpgr ,n?5X- ’naapn -px nr irr 5ys>
.nixpaPr, xp’py u_, =,s,

i.ox .onx ’p ary,5 ftxi .x-n-^ap-izrpn nayg ftx.ft agx 
fon xin ox .o’.Dncij'i’o ft agx ’Cftasrn jo uni’ o’xj ft? px 
,x?’py ’3a ft ngx .ibk 'yaa hnn xx1’ irx na^ ..-ft’a?

■ ionin iaxvftpaa ’ftn xmi May xxi’ inft npH 
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naax (bp)-.na agx ijpbi .on? onix qaxb xbx bxafcft nixan

.(x, n’ o’,.in) nonx 'H
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Despite their sensitivity to the land and it’s Creator, the rabbis of the Talmud can 

not be described as being "ecologists” or as "environmentalists”. They did however have 

a sense that the natural world existed as a finely balanced mechanism, as the creation of 

God, and they determined rules which provided for the care and preservation of the 

earth. Many of these regulations are in response to the Biblical injunction of ba! tashchit 

, do not destroy.59 Lamm clarifies the power of this important principle. He writes, “...ba/ 

tashchit is based on a religio-moral principle that is far broader than a commercial rule 

perse, and its wider applications may well be said to include ecological 

considerations."M

The work of creation is begun by God and completed by human beings. Two 

examples of this dynamic relationship are given in the story; human beings turn sheaves 

of yain into bread and fathers circumdse their sons. Both of these actions involve taking 

something created by God and bringing it into a state of increased usefulness and 

beauty. Lamm analyzes and explains this passage,

...So did R. Akiva proceed to explain the commandment of 
circumcision; both world and man were created 
incomplete, God having left it to man to perfect both his 
environment and his body. Similarly, the commandments, 
in general, were given in order that man thereby purify his 
character, that he attain spiritual perfection. Man, the 
created creator, must, in imitation of his Maker, apply his 
creative abilities to all life; his natural environment, his 
body, his soul.5®

57 Midrash Tanhumajazria 5. Thisismyovntranslation of the passage.
55 Lamm, p. 178.
59 Theconcept of BeiTashcW comes from Deuteronomy 20:19. ^¥h en r your war against a dty youi have 
to besiege It along time in orderto capture ft,youmustnot destroylts trees, Welding the axe againstthem. 
You may eat of them, but you must not cut them dowi. A’e the trees of the field human tovith draw before 
you into the besieged city?*
50 Lamm, Faith and Doubt, p.172.

pure; He is a shield to all who seek refuge in Him. (Psalms 
18:31).”57
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If one pcjrs water into the public doma.n ano another was 
harmed thereby, he is liable for his injury. If one hide a 
thorn or glass [in the public domain], or if one make his 
fence out of thorns, or if [his] fence fell into a public domain, 
and others were injured thereby, he is liable for their 
injury.61

The following are examples of the rabbis attempts to protect the water, the air, the 

soil, the limited resources, the animals and plants of God’s world. These texts were not 

designed with the primary purpose of conservation. They represent laws enacted to 

protect the societal structure and the economic interests of the community.

pnm D’ain nitfna □,oi qpt^n
-ippa a«n ,-inx pa 

"impi npiap nxi yipn-nx 
"i*ni ,D'2ipa’ rnrriK 

□pnx jna ipnm train nttrp 
•pna* a-n

-pvn-p ppn-nx ppp-p 
arinai* ,nrax tzpm a-iipy 
‘pixtf xax -hex trtzpn nnptfai 
•rpx appq pnp jrx-^a nnix

One must keep his tree at a distance of twenty-five cubits 
away from a town, and, in the case of a carootree or 
sycamore, fifty cubits. Abba Saul says, Any non-fruit 
bearing tree [requires] fifty cubits..."®2

®2 Mishnah Baba 7. eTeds o’8° .BabafiVSb^hat is the reason for this re g ulali on?-Ulla says, to

preserve the amenities of the tovn.*
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rpp X';n ran ‘p? naix xa-pip 
■ :■ -rnav) na~~? -n 

■in.jx

63 Mishnah Baba Batra 2:8. See also B. Baba Batra 24b, "Whyis afixed threshing-floor kept fifty cubits a^ay 
from ato\»n?-To prevent it doing damage."
64 Mishnah Baba Batra 2:9. See also B. Baba Batra 24b-25a.
65 Mishnah Baba Batra 2:10. See also B. Baba Batra 25a-25b.

One must keep his flax-steeping pond removed from the 
vegetables [belonging to his fellow] and leeks away from 
onions and mustard [plants] away from bees. R. Jose 
permits it in the case of mustard [plants].95

A fixed threshing-floor must be kept fifty cubits from a town. 
One may not make a permanent threshing-floor within his 
own property unless it extends fifty cubits on every side; 
and it must be at a sufficient distance from the plantations 
and newly broken land of his fellow to cause no damage.53

Carcasses, graves, and tanneries must be kept at fifty 
cubits' distance from a town. (And) a tannery may not be 
established save on the east side of the town m

..pav-ja rncfarr-nx j-p-/;-.;

. -tn-ja

VI •ania'in^a^-Tann-rx’ 

d-7-lH3 Th.0 VV*

Tyn-pp yvpT pir prrna 
d~x x? -nax avan 

p ax x1?# i’jtf •qin? vpp, pit 

; rrn ‘p'p nax awn ^"-7 

ivtai rign by rnitrpp pvpi 
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,nvgp-nx ppvp 
"p -an-nxi .7,-vpn 
JW .'iax upaci Tip- 
VI -avn' n-na1? x7< 7=70
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existed between human beings and the world around them. Harmful waste products 

were kept a safe distance from sources of drinking water. Industries which produced 

dust or noxious odors were kept down wind from residential areas. Resources were to 

be conserved.

The world in which these laws were written was radically different from today’s 

world, yet the intent and the message is timeless. The men who wrote these laws could 

not have conceived of the ecological problems we face today, still, their words can give 

us guidance as we confront the myriad of environmental problems in our world today.

Clean air. Clear water. Pure soil. Abundant resources. Safe waste disposal.

These were issues for the rabbis of the Mishnah and the Talmud. A caring relationship

Our Rabbis taught: A lump of salt may be placed in a lamp 
in order that it should burn brightly [the salt clarifies the oil]; 
and mud and clay may be placed under a lamp in order 
that it should burn slowly [these cool the oil and retard its 
flow], R. Zutra said, He who covers an oil lamp or uncovers 
a naphtha [lamp] infringes the prohibition of wasteful 
destruction. 67

rfe hr pmj* p3-i
p'5nro -rxrv 5'20*3 un 

jTentr 5'2^3 un mn nrmi b'B 
'CO’CT fXD 'XH XTB1T 23 TBX p^Dl 
OCT 13j;p XBDJ *>101 x/xon 
u px p3*i did5 mi k ch nwn 53 
xa-pj? '3-d ntypo nwi ’3m ct-a 
DT31 D13 5o 5jn 1335 HTVB 
m psn dtd5mi x-on -ox x'zrx 

: |vrro5n dtd5i p3i did5 x-orn

66 ToseftaBabaKamma6:15. n .
67 B. Shabbat 67b. At ootnote to this text explains, "Derived from Deut XX, 19, q.v. Because these cause 
the lamp to bumvrith unnecessary3peed/

in ’in zj’punzw mrynm nnnjn 
Streams and flowing sprincs-lo, they belong to 
everybody.66
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IRabbi Marshall T. Meyer in addressing the immanence of war in the Persian Gulf 

makes a statement that applies not only to issues of war, but to issues of the environment 

as well, and it puts these Mishnaic and Talmudic citations into a context relevant for 

today. Rewrites,

... I think that my duty...is to state that what the classical 
Jewish sources have to say about the categories of war 
have nothing to do with the type of war that humankind 
faces today. We may look for guidance in the value system 
of our tradition, in the prophetic utterances that 
passionately deal with the terrible choices humans must 
make. I believe that we have to look fa those passages 
which speak of the sanctification of human life, the search 
fa Divine guidance, the wrestling of the soul in the face of 
confusion and doubt to find an echo of what it is that God 
wants of us at this hour.8®

66 Rabbi MersWT. Meyer, p. 6-7. Address to the Shalom Cent er Coherence, January 6,1"1-
«® Rabbi Madechai Llebling (Executive Directorforthe Federation of Reconstructionist Congregations and 
Havurot) brought these categories and some of the current applications to my attention.

His statement is an important reminder in connecting modem day environmental 

awareness with the ancient Jewish sources. The classical Jewish sources do not 

respond to the types of environmental problems we face today. They do not add-ess 

issues of ozone, nuclear waste, a extinction of animal and plant species. Yet they do 

give guidance in developing values which will allow us to respond to these pressing 

issues. We must search these precious texts, as well as others, to find, “an echo of what 

it is that God wants of us at this hour."
Drawing from Judaism’s traditional sources to respond to a modern problem is an 

area in which one must step gingerly. There are values to be d'awn and parallels that 

can be constructed, but one must always be aware that the setting was different. There 

are however four broad categaies, dating back to the rabbinic period, which can serve 

as divisions fa explaing many of the ecological problems we face today.6®
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Each of these Rabbinic categories includes various examples and guidelines 

dictating our interactions with the world around us. In addition, the environmental issues 

of today demand our immediate attention and response. Inteyating the two components 

together could render a comprehensive response to vital issues of our generation from 

the wealth of our Jewish tradition.

1) Tzaar BaaJet HayirriRezpecX. of all Living Creatures. Endangered Species.

Animal Rights. Preservation of Wildlife Refuges. Urban Planning.

2) BaJ TashcMVo Not Destroy. Ozone Depletion. Acid Rain. Deforestation of Rain 

Forests. Nuclear Weapons. War.

3) Si&ai Bora/s^/f Respecting the Order of Creation. Hybridization of Species. 

Genetic Engineering. Allocation and Conservation of Natural Resources. Toxic Waste. 

Space Exploration.

4) 5*AaAA4//Resting from the Work of Creation. Sabbatical Years for Farmers 

and Land. Environmental Ethics.70 Investment Guidelines.

TODAY’S JEWISH CARETAKERS

The 1990’s have been dubbed by some as the decade of the environment. April 

1990 saw the revival of Earth Day Celebrations and ushered in with them an increased 

awareness and concern for the health of our planet. We were inundated with television 

specials, with entire issues of magazines devoted to ecology, with mail solicitations from 

a variety of “earth friendly" organizations, and with pleas to recycle glass, newspapers, 

plastics, and aluminum. We all became familiar with the terms “global warming, ozone 

and “CFC”. We pressured McDonalds to give up its polystyrene containers in favor of

“Bhical Aspede of GloM Wanninfl*



71 Thb is not mi exhaustive Hst. SeeAppendixforaddressesend phone numbers of these organizations.
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Jewish National Fund

JNF has been concerned with developing the land of Israel, and thereby 

protecting its environment since 1901. Planting trees is a nearly perfect way to express 

concern for the environment. “Trees are the guardians of the earth; they improve the 

environment all eround them. [The trees that JNF plants in Israel contribute to] saving the

Organizations for Religious Environmentalists71

Individuals, synagogues and organizations have begun to respond to the 

religious and theological importance of the various environmental issues. The 

organizations described below provide a variety of resources and experiences for 

religiously minded individuals to become involved in ecological issues. These 

organizations provide opportunities for individuals and joups to observe the wonders of 

nature, to caring for them, and to recognize the Divine dimension of our responsibility to 

be caretakers.

paper and cardboard packaging and we prevailed upon many mothers and fathers to 

abandon disposable diapers in favor of cloth ones. We even poked fun at ourselves in 

comic strips.

Threats of ckought, fears of shortages in medicines because the necessary 

plants were destroyed in the cutting down of the rainforests, risks of increased 

percentages of skin cancer and, dangers of overflowing landfills, motivate us to protect 

ourselves. These crises however do not often compel us to consider the cosmic, 

theological realm. In our fear, we do not tend to explore the spiritual component of 

being an inhabitant of God’s Earth. With this approach to the environmental crisis 

Judaism can make an impact and add a new and helpful perspective to the discussion.
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Neot Kedumim, The Biblical Landscape Reserve in Israel, has been providing 

resources and insights into the ecology and the Bible since the 1930’s. Nogah 

Hareuveni, through his research, his books and the creation of the Biblical and Talmudic 

Gardens outside of Jerusalem, has made a significant contribution to enhancing the 

cause of Jewish environmentalism. He shows, “how the land of Israel became an 

inseparable part of the very essence of the Jewish people and... [explains] the 

significance of this relationship to all those who accept the Bible as part of their cultural 

heritage...”73

precious topsoil...removing the swamps...reclaiming the desert, the wastelands and the 

hillsides...”72 Beyond planting trees, JNF is involved in determining how to use the land 

and how to allocate its limited resources.

The Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism

The RAC is the political voice of the Reform Movement in Washington DC. It has 

published position papers, sermon ideas and resource materials regarding 

environmental issues. ‘The center will be issuing an environmental manual for 

congregations, Hebrew schools and youth groups later this year.”74 They are currently 

urging congregations to create recycling programs and to plant trees in their local 

communities. Additionally, the RAC is lobbying Congress regarding the National Energy 

Policy and the Resource Conservation and Recovery Bill.

72 From literature provided byJeMsh National Fund, Israel Needs Trees: Give lie, Give Love, Give Trees .
73 Hareuveni, ...BiblicalHeritage, p.6.
74 Grossman, p. 13.
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Shomrei Adamah

Shomrei Adamah, k Jewish Resource Center for the Environment, was founded 

by Ellen Bernstein in 1988. It defines its mission in this way,

75 From The Shalom Report 120, September/October 1990. The Shalom Centers A National Resource 
and Organizing CenterlorJewah Perspectives on Moving Toward One Earth.
761 was fort unate to receive funding to attend this conference from the Cincinnati Bureau of Jewish 
Education, Temple Sholom of Cincinnati and the HebrewUnion College. Ivouldagain ike to e4 end my 
thanks to Max Frankel, Joseph Eid won, Rabbi Gerry Wait ar and Pet arObamwkforther support The 
Shalom Cent er was also jyacious In allowing me to serve as avolunteer on their staff In exchange for 
payment of the registration fee. W*1 .THil.

The Shalom Center

The Shalom Center is committed to creating a Jewish response to the 

environmental issues that confront us today.

Seven years ago, we were set up as the Jewish 
community’s way of bringing together Jewish wisdom and 
Jewish action on how to prevent a nuclear holocaust. We 
were founded out of fear-the fear of disaster. Now we can 
work in hope-hope for a transformation that is only 
beginning. For during the past year, extraordinary events 
(have given us)... A chance to work together to heal our 
wounded planet from its environmental dangers. And 
since we so clearly live on one earth, to act that way...As 
these changes have emerged, The Shalom Center has 
been gathering Jewish thought on how to keep moving in a 
decent direction...75

The Shalom Center sponsored a conference in January 1991, entitled, 

“Renewing Shalom: Moving from the Cold War to One Earth.” I was able to attend this 

conference 76 and participate in discussions with other concerned individuals as well as 

hear presentations given by experts in a variety of fields. Some of the ideas expressed 

in this chapter were developed from my participation with the Shalom Center.

The wellspring of the Jewish tradition can provide 
invaluable guidance today as our generation faces critical 
environmental challenges: The mission of Shomrei 
Adamah, Guardians of the Earth, is to provide Jewish 
leaders and educators with liturgical, educational and
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As these organizations illustrate, Jews, now more than ever, are (tawing from 

Judaism’s rich tradition for analyzing the ecological situation and for formulating 

suggestions for action.

The Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel.

SPNI, founded in 1953 has a “membership of fifty thousand Israelis, making it the 

country’s largest, non-political, open membership organization of any kind.”78 The 

society runs tours and hikes of natural sites, and operates field study centers. It is also 

"involved in advocacy to confront the severe environmental threats facing Israel, 

including land use among a jewing population and an increasingly limited water 

supply. ”79

77 From literature provided by an independent project of the
Federation of Reconstruct!onlst ConQregaUone and Havurot.
78 Grossman, p. 11.
79 Grossman, p. 11.
M Freundel, p., 26.

...Judaism has a strong environmental bent, but 
incorporates it within a positive view of technology, 
industry, growth and, most importantly, of faith in the 
human being. If ecology is to be the issue of the 90’s, the 
Jewish community needs to weigh in, in favor of legitimate 
concern for ecological damage. But we must create a God
man centered ecology movement, and not a pagan 
centered one.80

resource materials which inspire an awareness of nature 
and promote an active practice of stewardship in home and 
community, based on our Jewish heritage.77

Shomre/ Adamah has received a great deal of publicity and hopefully will 

continue to inspire and motivate Jewish environmentalists.
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This imperative is further outlined in this plea urging Jews to fulfill their obligation 

to be co-workers with God in restoring the earth. The crucial element is partnership. The 

Biblical and Rabbinic sources show that the land and all its creatures and resources 

belong to God, the Creator. Human are encouraged to use, but not abuse, the gifts that 

the earth has to offer. It is a relationship built on trust and on preserving the world for 

future generations.

For Judaism, the guarantor of man’s ideal future is God, but 
its architect is man himself. In establishing an ethical 
system in a world where man’s powers have been 
dramatically enlarged beyond the wildest ckeams of earlier 
generations, man is not attempting to play God or to usurp 
His throne. If he strives and succeeds in builcfing an 
ethical society, he has the capacity, for the first time in his 
experience, to become, in the magnificent Rabbinic 
phrase, “God’s co-partner in the work of creation’’.81

This is not a new concern for religiously minded individuals. In 1939, while

conducting research in Jerusalem and the surrounding areas, Lowdermilk witnessed 

widespread destruction of the land and the attempts being made to rebuild and

redevelop the arid land. He was inspired to compose this eleventh commandment which 

was broadcast over the radio and dedicated to the “Jewish colonies whose good

stewardship in redeeming the damaged Holy Land was for me a source of great 

inspiration. 82

Thou shaft inherit the Holy Earth as a faithful steward, 
conserving its resources and productivity from generation 
to generation. Thou shalt safeguard thy fields from soil 
erosion, thy living waters from dyingup, thy forests from 
desolation adn protect thy hills from overjazing by herds,

81 Gordb "A Basis for Morals: Ethics in a Technological Age'p.43. Gordb notes, *The phrasers used,Ina
variety yontgdsin Rabbinic * ^ajudge^renderingju^ 9 b) o?he h^traharn*

(Midrash Beres hit Rabbah 43:8). Gittelsohn wit es, *T o my knowledge, Robert Gordis has not identified 
himself as a religious naturalist. Yet t would be difficult to state the naturalistic creed more succinctly than has 
he:'...The moral order is rooted in the univerae and the natural orderis the matrix of morality(The Root and. 
the Branch, p. 164)*, p.82.
82 Lowdermilk, p.22.
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The Hebrew Calendar is a perfect vehicle for overcoming this catastrophe. It 

provides a mechanism for the religious environmentalists to regularly and meaningfully 

express a relationship with the natural cycles of the land and the heavens. It provides 

experiences and liturgies to help the individual to reach God through these festival 

celebrations of nature.

It is my belief that the most effective and far reaching way of fulfilling this 

commandment is through study and sensitivity to our Hebrew calendar. Our current 

ecological situation has arisen, in part, because of our distance from the natural world 

and our lack of sensitivity and dependance upon its cycles.

Oh, what a catastrophe for man when he cut himself off 
from the 

rhythm of the year, 
from his union with the sun and the earth.
Oh, what a catastrophe, what a maiming of love when it 

was a personal, merely personal feeling, 
taken away from the 
rising and setting of the sun, 
and cut off 
from the magic connection of the solstice and the equinox! 
That is what is the matter with us.
We are bleeding at the roots, 
because we are cut off from the earth 

and the sun and the stars, 
and love is a ginning mockery, because, 
poor blossom, 
we plucked it from its stem on the tree of Life, 

and
expected it to keep on blooming in our civilized vase on the 

table. 64

that thy descendants may have abundance forever. If any 
shall fail in this stewardship of the land, thy fruitful fields 
shall become sterile stony ground or wasting gullies, and 
thy descendants shall decrease and live in poverty or 
perish from off the face of the earth.®3

83 Lovdermflk p 22
M DH. Lawrence. As cited byGen dler in 'On the Judaism of Nature* p.238-239.



85 Heschd, Godin Search of Man, p.97.

183
r

Jewish tradition, from the Bible, the Mishnah, the Talmud, and contemporary 

texts, brings a very special outlook to the environmental movement. Judaism contributes 

a religious and theological perspective to the Green Movement. It provides the 

opportunity for individuals to be like the prophets, dwelling on the jandeur of creation, 

marveling at its mystery, striving to know its Creator. The Hebrew calendar, tied so 

intimately to the observable and praiseworthy cycles of the moon, can on a monthly 

basis bring us into contact with the Divine. The festivals of our tradition, Pesach, 

Shavuot, and Sukkot, are constructed and developed around the harvest cycles, 

moments of praise and thanksgiving to God, who brought the crops to fruition. These are 

opportunities to meet the Creator through the wonders of the natural world.

We need to reconnect. To reintroduce into our lives the cycles of the moon and 

the sun, the wheat and the barley, the rain and the wind. By doing this we can ensure 

not only our continued existence on the plant, but its good health for future generations. 

But more importantly, our actions as caretakers, in partnership with God, will ensure the 

continuation of creation, and will perhaps speed the coming of the messianic days. The 

days in which we will continually be enraptured by the beauties of the natural world and 

experience a oneness, previously unknown, as we continue to create, together with the 

Creator the most perfect of worlds.

Modern man dwells upon the order and power of nature; 
the prophets dwell upon the yandeur and creation of 
nature. The former directs his attention to the manageable 
and intelligible aspect of the universe; the latter to it's 
mystery and marvel. What the prophets sense in nature is 
not a direct reflection of God, but an allusion to Him. 
Nature is not a part of God but rather a fulfillment of His 
will.85
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We can go outdoors each night and watch at the moon, following it’s path across 

the sky, it’s growth from crescent to fullness, from fullness to crescent and back again. 

We can go outdoors and marvel at the seasons which change; from spring, to summer, 

to autumn, to winter, and back again to spring. We can come to appreciate the 

miraculous qualities of the natural world, and we will be inspired, not only to praise the 

Creator but also to be participants in the ongoing cycles of Creation.

88 Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlavas cited in, Adam Fisher, gedyTy Bj? h gvat fflev York: CCAR Press, 1989) 
p.6-7.

Master of the Universe-
Grant us the ability to be alone: 
may it be our custom to go outdoors each day 
among trees and crass, 
among ail yowing things, 
and there may we be alone, 
and enter into prayer.
There may we express all htat is in our hearts, 
talking with the One to whom we belong.
And may all grasses, trees and plants 
awake at our coming.
Send the power of their life 
into our words of prayer, 
making whole our hearts and our speech.86



Appendix

Photograph of the Gezer Calendar

Megillot, Israel: Ministry of Education and Culture,
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From: Encyclopedia Olam Hatanach 
1986, p.84.



Drawing of the Gezer Calendar
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From: Donner, H.-Rollig, W. Kanaana/sche Und Aramaiscne /nschriften III.
Weisbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1964, plate 12.
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Comparative Chart of Gezer Months
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The Path of the Beacons from Jerusalem to Babylonia
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From: Avi Yonah, Michael. Atlas Carta for the Period of the Second Temple, the
Mishnh. and the Talmud. Jerusalem: Carta. 1966. p.67.
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The Locations for the Sanctification of the New Moon and the 
Intercalation of the Year
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From: Avi Yonah, Michael. Atlas Carta for the Period of the Second Temple, the 
Mishnah, and the Talmud. Jerusalem: Carta, 1966, p.92.



The Paths of the Sun, the Moon and the Festivals
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From: Waskow. Arthur Seasons of Our Joy. (New York: Bantam Books, 1982), p.xviii.



Observation Report Form for Citing the New Moon

Observation Report
Name: Hazy?

Location: Cloudv?

Was Moon visible to the naked eye? Age of observer:

Observer-' eyesight:Was Moon lighted in binoculars?

Glasses?If so, was a naked-eve sighting also

Farsighted?made?

Nearsighted?Exact times when Moon was observed:

Please send this information to:Weather conditions:

MoonwatchRelative humidity:

Nautical Almanac OfficeTemperature:
L. S. Naval ObservatorySky conditions near horizon:
Washington, D. C. 20392, L:.SClear?

Ernm Sky and Telescope Magazine, (July, 1988), p.35.
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Sukkat Shalom 1991: 4 Prppnaa

The traditional nightly Jewish prayer 
"Spread over us the sukkah of shalom — the sheltering 
sukkah of security and peace." Why a "sukkah" of shalom 

not a Temple, not any other structure

Since 1984, The Shalom Center has sponsored and 
assisted celebrations of Sukkat Shalom, a way of 
affirming on behalf of peace and environmental wholeness 
the traditional Jewish harvest festival of Sukkot and 
its fragile, vulnerable "sukkah" — the hut with a leafy

«»*
In 1991, Sukkot will end on Sunday, September 29. 

Traditionally, on the last day of Sukkot is held one of 
our more powerful, uncanny ceremonies: Hoshana Rabbah.

For Hoshana Rabbah, willow branches are beaten on 
the earth and as the Torah is seven times carried in 
procession, blessings are seven times invoked upon the 
earth — for its peace and fruitfulness. There is a 
pattern and drama to this ceremony, and a deep sense 
that the very pattern itself evokes the rhythms of life.

What if we today drew on this ceremony as a 
framework to affirm protection of the earth from war and 
environmental destruction? Could we thus make clear (to

7-1S philloelphli. p* >pup-i7pO <2'S> 247'97°°

— not a tent, 
than a sukkah?

Through the sukkah, Jewish tradition' reminds us 
that real security comes not from burying ourselves in 
steel and concrete (as in a fallout shelter) but in 
recognizing together how vulnerable we are (as in an 
open sukkah). In the age of nuclear weapons and global 
warming, the whole human race lives in a sukkah.

And through the sukkah, Jewish tradition reminds 
us what it is like to live, eat, sleep, close to the 
earth .— in the simplest kind of shelter that could 
actually be made by human hands.

Sukkot was also, traditionally, the time when the 
Jewish people sought the blessings of peace and 
prosperity for all the 70 nations of the earth, 
time when "ushpizin" -- guests both mystical and 
practical, our ancient forebears and the homeless of 

s«o<Q.n« sceraruo. once Manogw today — were welcomed into the sukkah.
So Sukkat Shalom has become a time for 

self-education on the issues of preventing nuclear 
holocaust and the other environmental disasters that 
threaten all humanity and much of the rest of life on 
earth besides; a time for remembering the unmet human 
needs that surround us; a time for sharing and honoring 
our vulnerability among all the persons and peoples of 
the earth.



Sukkat Shalom 1991 -- page 2

For us,

ways
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about seven different aspects of the protection we humans 
Here there would be "po- 
 ------ — -------- ---- we are

ourselves and others) that our gathering is not merely a political 
rally but a recommitment to the covenant between adam (the earth
ling human race) and our cousin adamah (the earth, the humus)?

First, we could use the rhythm of the seven Hoshanas and 
their invocation of the God Who is the Breath of Life. 
. . . Perhaps, between the seven Hoshanas, people would speak

And so we could celebrate earth, water, air, and fire in 
that both evoke Jewish tradition and bespeak the future.

ourselves need to offer the earth. F 
litical" content — teaching what we need to know if 
to act.
We could keep the beating of the willows. For us, that would 
reaffirm our commitment to protect the earth from nuclear 
fire and poison. Perhaps we could add the planting of a 
willow tree, so that we ourselves would join the moment of 
action to the moment of celebration .
. . . And perhaps we could add the pouring of water that when 
the Holy Temple stood was done on the first day of Sukkot, 
to invoke the coming of the rain. For us, it would reaffirm 
our commitment to make the rain, the lakes, and the oceans 
pure once more.
. . . Perhaps we could add the sharing of spices or incense -- 
breathable and airy -- that was also done when the Temple 
stood. For us, it would reaffirm our commitment to protect 
the atmosphere from the CQ2 that makes for global warming 
and the ozone that invites ultraviolet poisoning.
. . . Perhaps we would light a solar-powered lamp, a ner tamid 
("light for the future") as the Temple lamp was called, a 
fire that would not destroy the earth's resources.
Perhaps this celebration could itself be held at a place 

that needs to be reminded of the covenant or that reminds us of 
the need to renew the covenant .... perhaps a nuclear weapons 
factory that has been pouring plutonium into the soil and water? 
an oil company that is intensifying global warming? a government 
agency that is opposing the international treaty to limit C02 
emissions?

— Or perhaps at a place that represents the carrying out of 
the covenant — a place that is a foretaste of the world that 
needs to be — such as a solar energy center, a bicycle path. Or 
perhaps at both such places -- the place of damage and the place 
of hope — moving from one to the other?



Organizations for Religious Environmentalists
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Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel
330 Seventh Avenue
21st Floor
New Yak, NY 10001
212-947-2820

Shomrei Adamah
A Jewish Stewardship Center
Church Road and Greenwood Avenue
Wyncote, PA 19095 
212-887-1988

Shalom Center
7318 Gamantown Avenue 
Philadelphia, PA 19119-1790 
215-247-9700

Neot Kedumim
P.O. Box 299 
Kiryat Ono 55102 
(08)233-840

Jewish National Fund
42 East 69th Street
New Yak, NY 10021 
212-879-9300

American Friends of Neot Kedumim
Halcott Centa
NY 12430
914-254-5031

The Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism
2027 Massachusetts Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20036 
202-387-2800
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