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SURVEY OF RECENT HALAKHIC 
PERIODICAL LITERATURE

IN THE WAKE OF BIRKAT HA-HAMMAH 5769

“There is nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9). The world in 
which the sun begins its 207th 28-year cycle is not new, but it is certainly 
vastly different from the world as it was at the beginning of earlier cycles 
within both human memory and recorded history. Heretofore, Birkat 
ha-Hammah was a little-noted event, observed by the otherwise obser-
vant but of only passing curiosity—if that—to others, and of no interest 
at all beyond the Jewish community. This time the event was celebrated 
in communities throughout the world by large assemblies of Jews and, 
in many locales, by throngs numbering in the thousands. Unlike former 
occasions, the media, including wire services, conducted interviews and 
published articles heralding the event.1 In preparation for the last such 
event in 1981 more Hebrew-language publications dealing with Birkat 
ha-Hammah appeared than in all of prior Jewish literary history. This 
time, in addition to expanded and enhanced editions of many of those 
works, a host of compendia and monographs were published well in ad-
vance of the event. Clearly, both interest in, and observance of, Jewish 
ritual in general, and of Birkat ha-Hammah in particular, are far more 
intense than in years gone by.

Birkat ha-Hammah 5769 was an event virtually without precedent. 
The sheer number of individuals who gathered in synagogues, plazas, 
public places and even beaches to recite the blessing was phenomenal. 
From the earliest recitation of Birkat ha-Hammah in New Zealand, the 
event was observed over a period of close to twenty-fi ve hours both in 
metropolitan centers and in far-fl ung communities throughout the world.

The tremendously enhanced interest in, and observance of, Birkat 
ha-Hammah as compared even to the last such event twenty-eight years 

1  See, for example, JTA Condensed Edition, February 20, 2009, p. 3; Jewish Week, 
March 20, 2009, p. 3 and March 27, 2009, pp. 1 and 18-20; “Love the Earth? Bless 
the Sun,” Wall Street Journal, April 3, 2009, p. W11; “A Jewish Holiday, Once Every 
28 Years,” New York Times, April 3, 2009, p. A12; and “For Jews, Another 28 Years, 
Another Blessing of the Sun,” New York Times, April 7, 2009, p. A26.



TRADITION

72

ago may be attributed to a number of technological, scholarly, and socio-
religious developments: 

 (1)  Technology. The impact of computer and internet technology was 
forcefully impressed upon me during the period that elapsed be-
tween the appearance of the fi rst impression of my revised and ex-
panded Bircas haChammah and the second impression published 
only a few weeks later. Following the publication of Bircas haCham-
mah in 5741, I was pleasantly surprised by the number of written 
responses I received during the ensuing months and years. Readers 
noted typographical errors, academics wrote with queries, rabbinic 
scholars shared insights and bibliophiles pointed out additional ob-
scure sources. But I was unprepared for the avalanche of communi-
cations that followed the appearance of Bircas haChammah in 5769. 
This time the medium was not the postal service but the computer. 
The sheer volume was overwhelming and, unfortunately, time did 
not permit an immediate response to each interlocutor. Undoubt-
edly, the ease and rapidity of e-mail played a signifi cant role in fos-
tering such extensive interaction.

 (2)   Scholarship. Remarkable was not only the increased volume of com-
munications but also the remarkable change in quality and content. 
I received a signifi cant number of lengthy and detailed questions 
and comments from individuals, and several from groups of kollel 
scholars both in this country and in Israel, engaged in collaborative 
study of the topic. Both the tenor and content of those communica-
tions testify to the worldwide burgeoning of a community of serious 
and erudite “lomdishe” scholars. I was awed and impressed. Akhshar 
dara. Barukh she-higi’anu la-zman ha-zeh!

 (3)  Socio-religious phenomena. The phenomenally large numbers of people 
who participated in gatherings for recitation of Birkat ha-Hammah 
was recorded in the media and confi rmed by photographic illustra-
tions.2 The media also focused upon non-traditional, deviationist 
and secular environmentalist groups who, seemingly, sought to turn 
this religiously mandated observance into a happening.3 The initial 

2  For a colorful report and photographic illustrations see, for example, Hamodia, 
April 22, 2009, pp. B16-17, 22-24 and C17-19, 21-24, 32 and 39; and Dos Yiddishe 
Vort, Sivan 5769, pp. 4-8. Cf., JTA Condensed Edition, April 7, 2009, p. 6.

3  See, for example, JTA Condensed Edition, February 20, 2009, p. 3, for a report 
concerning 14 Jewish organizations who joined to launch BlessTheSun.org, a website 
with links to various educational materials designed for April 8 activities as well as for 
a study text prepared by the United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism emphasiz-
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reaction of many—myself included—was to dismiss such efforts as 
sheer trivialization, bandwagoning, or a public relations ploy. But 
that is far too simplistic. Birkat ha-Hammah may sometimes have 
been trivialized in those quarters but it was not entirely misunder-
stood. The advent of the event struck a responsive cord in so many 
who long both for authentic religious experience and for expression 
of such experience in meaningful ritual. Responsible religious lead-
ers should recognize those responses as refl ective of a deep yearning 
and redouble their efforts to transmute those cravings into authen-
tic observance of Torah and mizvot.

I. BIRKAT HA-HAMMAH LITERATURE: OLD AND NEW

The months leading to Birkat ha-Hammah 5769 saw the republication of 
the classic monographs authored by R. Pinchas Zelig Schwartz, Yizrah 
Or (Nagyvarad, 5685; reprinted, New York, 5712, 5741, and 5769) as 
well as by R. Yechiel Michel Tucatzinsky, Tekufat ha-Hammah u-Birkhatah 
(Jerusalem, 5685; revised editions, 5713, 5741 and 5769). R. David 
Meldola’s Boker Yizrah (London, 5601; reprinted Czernowitz, 5627 and 
5652; and Jerusalem 5679) was also reprinted together with R. Yekuti’el 
Kamelhar’s Sha’arei Mizrah (Carcow, 5656). Or ha-Hammah: Nizozei 
Or by R. Mordecai Kahane was republished in a pamphlet detailing the 
customs of the Spinka dynasty bearing the title Seder Birkat ha-Hammah. 
The encyclopedic compendia Birkat ha-Hammah ke-Hilkhatah (Jerusa-
lem, 5741; revised edition, 5769) authored by R. Menachen Gerlitz and 
Birkat ha-Hammah: Halakhot u-Minhagim ha-Shalem (Jerusalem 5741; 
revised edition, 5769) authored by R. Zevi Cohen appeared in greatly 
enhanced and expanded editions. R. Gavriel Zinner also published an 
enlarged edition of his Nit’ei Gavri’el: Halakhot Birkat ha-Hammah 
(New York, 5741; revised edition 5769). This author’s English-language 
Bircas haChammah (Brooklyn, 5741; revised edition 5769) was repub-
lished in an expanded edition. 

In addition, Tovim Me’orot she-Bara (New York, 5741 and 5769), a 
collection of responsa on Birkat ha-Hammah culled from the works of 
latter-day rabbinic authorities by R. Shmu’el Yitzchak Roth, was reprint-
ed. Also republished as a separate pamphlet under the title Seder Birkat 
ha-Hammah was the introduction of R. Betzalel ha-Kohen of Vilna to his 

ing environmental themes. Cf., Jewish Week, March 20, 2009, p. 3 and March 27, 
2009, pp. 1 and 18-19; and the Forward, March 27, 2009, p. 7.
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Reshit Bikkurim with additional novellae on this subject by his brother, 
R. Shlomoh Ha-Kohen of Vilna, author of Azei Beroshim.

Several major new volumes appeared for the fi rst time. Of particular 
interest are R. Aaron M. Brisk, Ozar ha-Zemanim: Tekufat ha-Hammah 
u-Birkhatah (Monsey 5769); R. Yonah Buchsbaum, Kiddush ha-Hammah 
im Zizeha u-Peraheha (Jerusalem, 5769); R. Simchah Pinchas Strohli,  Seder 
Kiddush ha-Hammah (Brooklyn, Shevat 5769; revised editions, Adar and 
Nisan 5769); R. Pinchas Zavichi, Ateret Paz (Jerusalem, 5768); R. Yehuda 
Herskowitz, The Sun Cycle (Monsey, 5769); and R. Chaim Rappoport, 
Seder Birkat ha-Hammah al pi Minhag Habad (Brooklyn, 5769).  Recently 
published works on the tekufot and calendarical matters, Va-Yikhtov 
Mordekhai (Brooklyn, 5769), authored by R. Mordecai Schwimmer and 
Sha’arei Zemanim (Baltimore, 5768), authored by R. David Heber, in-
clude material pertinent to the cyclical nature of Birkat ha-Hammah.

Historical material, including reports of observances of Birkat ha-
Hammah and discourses delivered on those occasions over a span of cen-
turies, as well as astronomical and calandrical information, was compiled 
by R. Mordecai Genot in his intriguing Birkhath Ha’chama Bithkufatha 
(Bnei Brak, 5769). Another volume of historical interest, Ro’ei Shemesh 
(Jerusalem, 5769) is a compilation by R. Yehudah A. Horowitz of ser-
mons delivered on the occasion of Birkat ha-Hammah by German rab-
binic personalities.

Nor was there a dearth of articles, pamphlets and briefer discussions. 
A section of a volume of shi’urim of R. Nissim Karelitz, Hut ha-Shani 
(Bnei Brak, 5769), is devoted to a discussion of Birkat ha-Hammah. The 
excellent Torah Journals Or Yisra’el (Nisan 5769 and Tammuz 5769) 
and Kol ha-Torah (Nisan 5769) featured articles pertaining to Birkat ha-
Hammah. Pamphlets containing novellae regarding Birkat ha-Hammah 
were authored by R. Yitchak Raitport and included in his Kuntres be-
Geder Hovat Birkat ha-Pesah; by R. Abraham E. Waxman in his Kuntres 
Tovim Me’orot; and by the late Klausenberger Rebbe in Be-Or ha-Hayyim: 
Birkat ha-Hammah. The booklet Birkat ha-Hammah published by 
Machon Barah ke-Chammah of Jerusalem, includes a précis of the laws of 
Birkat ha-Hammah according to Mishnah Berurah and Hazon Ish with 
the approbation of R. Chaim Kanievsky and a pamphlet entitled Yir’aukha 
im Shemesh published in Jerusalem by the Yated Ne’eman includes the 
practices of R. Yosef Shalom Eliashiv as reported by R. Yosef Efratti. A 
useful pamphlet, Sefer Yir’aukha im Shemesh, by the late R. Abraham 
Blumenkrantz contains astronomical information. Ha-Shemesh bi-Gevurato 
(Monsey, 5769) authored by R. Yosef Zalman Bloch presents a discussion 
of the astronomical premises postulated by the Sages. An extensive analytic 
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discussion of the principles governing the Jewish calendar entitled “Bircas 
HaChamah and Calendar Mathematics: Precision, Symplicity and Con-
fl ict,” by Sheldon Epstein, Bernard Dickman and Yonah Wilamowsky ap-
pears in the online journal Hakirah, the Flatbush Journal of Jewish Law 
and Thought (Summer, 2008), pp. 147-195.4

English-language inspirational literature includes Tomorrow’s Sun by 
R. David Goldwasser and Once in Twenty-Eight Years by R. Moshe Gold-
berger. Indicative of the widespread interest aroused by observance of 
Birkat ha-Hammah this year was a publication addressed to children by 
R. Shimon Grama of Lakewood, N.J. entitled Understanding Birkat ha-
Hammah its Laws and Customs.5 A 3D presentation depicting the solar 
system and clarifying details regarding Birkat ha-Hammah was prepared by 
R. Chaim S. Friedman. A version of this production was widely dissemi-
nated by the outreach organization Oorah. A series of Yiddish-language 
tapes dealing with both theoretical and practical aspects of Birkat ha- 
Hammah  was distributed by Satmar institutions in Monsey, New York.

II. THE MEANING OF BIRKAT HA-HAMMAH 6

I. The Commandment to Love God

In the course of being interviewed by reporters, a signifi cant number 
posed a single question to this writer: “How is this ritual distinguishable 
from sun-worship?” The question is age-old, yet it belies a shocking lack 
of understanding. As reported in the Tosefta, Berakhot 6:10, R. Judah 
decried recitation of Birkas ha-Hammah as “derekh aheret,” i.e., a form of 
idolatry. Some years later, R. Chaim Joseph David Azulai, known as the 
Hida, Moreh be-Ezba, no. 6, sec. 190, as well as a number of subsequent 
authorities admonished either that aleinu not be recited or that care be 
taken to turn away from the sun lest the onlooker construe bowing in the 
course of the prayer as an act of obeisance to the sun.

4  For a description of some of the new literature see E. Brodt and Ish Sefer, “A 
Preliminary Bibliography of Recent Works on Birkat ha-Chamah,” Tradition Seforim 
Blog, March 27, 2009 and Akavya Shemesh, “Al Sefer Kiddush ha-Hammah le-R. 
Yonah be-Ri Buchsbaum,” Tradition Seforim Blog, March 30, 2009, http://seforim.
traditiononline.org. Noteworthy also is a website of the Jewish National and Univer-
sity Library in Jerusalem, http://jnul.huji.ac.il/heb/Birkat-hahama/, featuring post-
ings of historical material related to Birkat ha-Hammah.

5  Unavailable to this author was a children’s book, The Sun’s Special Blessing, 
authored by Sandra Wasserman, published by Pitspopany Press.

6  The following discussion is based upon a lecture delivered by the author at 
Yeshiva University on March 15, 2009.
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Most certainly, Birkat ha-Hammah is not an act of sun-worship. But 
in the words of the simple son (no pun intended) voiced in the course 
of the Passover seder which this year occurred on the evening following 
Birkat ha-Hammah: “Mah zot—What is this?” What is its import and 
why is there so much fanfare?

In its essence, Birkat ha-Hammah is a very simple blessing. In addi-
tion to the initial phrase, “Blessed are You, O Lord, our God, King of the 
universe,” the crucial formula that is the sine qua non of every berakhah, 
Birkat ha-Hammah consists of exactly three additional words: “oseh 
ma’aseh bereshit—who makes the work of creation.” That blessing, recit-
ed in a variety of different contexts, acknowledges God as the author of 
various extraordinary natural phenomena representing, as they do, divine 
creation of the universe in its entirety. In the case of Birkat ha-Hammah, 
it is a solar event that occasions the blessing.

Judaism exhibits a fascination bordering on a fi xation with regard to 
matters of astronomy, astrology, and celestial phenomena. The vagaries of 
the Jewish calendar are only the tip of the iceberg. The prophet Isaiah 
exclaims, “Lift up your eyes on high and see: who created these? He who 
brings out their host by number, calling them all by name; by the great-
ness of His might and because He is strong in power, not one is missing” 
(Isaiah 40:26). The prophet marvels at the celestial creations, at the myr-
iad bodies that were created in the heavens, each one having an assigned 
task and an assigned place. Isaiah notes that their Creator knows each and 
every one “by name,” i.e., by role and function, and pointing to that 
phenomenon, he constructs a cryptic, but succinct and compelling, proof 
for the existence of the Deity. Isaiah points to the continued existence of 
the celestial bodies in formulating an Argument from Design. The argu-
ment is predicated upon an awareness that the ongoing existence of the 
universe is directly contingent upon the size, position and velocity—not 
to speak of the centrifugal force—of each of the heavenly bodies. Had any 
one of those bodies been created possessing different mass or shape, or 
located in an alternate position within the fi rmament, or were the laws of 
nature not operative, the universe would long since have ceased to exist.

R. Isaac Abarbanel encapsulates this insight in a brief but insightful 
comment on the verse that declares, “God beheld the universe and it was 
good” (Genesis 1:18). If one may be so bold as to employ anthropomor-
phic language in paraphrasing Abarbanel: God looked at his handiwork 
and exclaimed “Eureka! It works!” Everything in creation fi ts together 
like the pieces of a cosmic jigsaw puzzle. If those components did not fi t 
together precisely in the way they do, there would not be a universe. 
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Thus, Judaism’s fi xation upon celestial matters, as I called it, is actually a 
fi xation upon God as the bore olam—as the Creator of the universe. 

Evidence of creation can be found simply by gazing at the heavens. 
“Lift up your eyes on high and see,” declares the prophet. That verse is 
not a declarative proposition; it is not a statement of fact. “Lift up your 
eyes” is an imperative; it is a command. The prophet is exhorting each and 
every one of us to look up at the sky; to ponder what we see; to ask “who 
created these;” to refl ect upon their origin and nature; and bids us to rec-
ognize the greatness and majesty of God manifest in those phenomena. 

The Sages expanded upon this relatively simple motif. The Gemara, 
Shabbat 75a, declares, “Any person who is capable of calculating the equi-
noxes and the solstices, to plot and chart the movement of the celestial 
bodies comprising the zodiac but fails to engage in such calculations, of 
him the verse says, ‘but the work of the Lord they do not regard and the 
work of His hands they do not see’ (Isaiah 5:12).” 7 A person who is 

7 Indeed, R. Moshe of Coucy, Sefer Mizvot Gadol, mizvot aseh, no. 46 enumerates 
an obligation to engage in those calculations as one of the 613 commandments. That 
is also the position of Sefer Yere’im (Vilna, 5659), no. 260. That position is based upon 
the interpretation presented by the Gemara, Shabbat 75a, of the verse “You shall ob-
serve and fulfi ll, for it is your wisdom and understanding in the eyes of the nations” 
(Deuteronomy 4:6). “Which wisdom is it that [is regarded as such] in the eyes of the 
nations?” queries the Gemara. The immediate answer of the Gemara is: “That is, cal-
culation of tekufot and mazalot.” The Gemara’s statement is formulated in support of 
the dictum of R. Samuel bar Nahmani in the name of R. Yohanan: “Whence [is it de-
rived] that it is incumbent upon a person to calculate tekufot and mazalot? As it is said 
‘and you shall observe and perform etc.’” The talmudic interpretation establishing an 
obligation is based upon employment of the phrase “and you shall observe and per-
form” in the biblical verse, a term that connotes a binding imperative.

Rambam also considers the exhortation rooted in this verse to be a mandatory ob-
ligation but does not include it in his enumeration of the 613 commandments. In the 
introduction to his Sefer ha-Mizvot, shoresh bet, Rambam formulates the principle that 
the number 613 includes only commandments that are explicitly formulated in the 
Pentateuch. Excluded from that catalogue of mizvot, asserts Rambam, are all com-
mandments derived on the basis of rabbinic hermeneutics for, declares Rambam, were 
these also to be included, “the number of mizvot would equal many thousands.” 

In his responsa collection, Pe’er ha-Dor, ed. R. Abraham Chaim Freimann (Jerusa-
lem, 5694), no. 347, Rambam responds to a query regarding the purpose of the 
commandment with a citation of a dictum of R. Meir, “Ponder His works for from 
that you will recognize He who spoke and the universe came into being.” Rambam 
also cites that statement in Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 2:2 and in Sefer ha-Mizvot, miz-
vot aseh, no. 3. The source of the dictum is probably Sifri, Deuteronomy 6:6. Cf., 
editor’s note, Pe’er ha-Dor, no. 347.

Ramban, in his glosses on Rambam’s Sefer ha-Mizvot, shoresh alef, s.v. ve-ha-teshuvah 
ha-revi’i, understands that, for Rambam, the commandment is rabbinic in nature. 
That position is also espoused by R. Betzalel Ze’ev Shafran, Teshuvot Ravaz, Orah 
Hayyim, no. 32, who asserts that Rambam omits this commandment from his list of 
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conversant with the fundamentals of astronomy but who fails to explore 
the ordered nature of the universe is remiss. This verse, as interpreted by 
the Sages, censures him for not engaging in that enterprise. What is it that 
the Sages are underscoring in this dictum? What halakhic obligation has 
this individual failed to fulfi ll? 

The underlying notion is codifi ed by Rambam, Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 
2:2, in a totally different context. In defi ning the thrust of the command-
ment “And you shall love the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 6:5), 
Rambam, at least by implication, informs us that the mizvah does not com-
mand an emotion. It is exceedingly, and probably impossibly, diffi cult to 
command emotions directly. Sefer Haredim had a similar diffi culty explain-
ing the cogency of commanding love of a fellow human being. Accordingly, 
Sefer Haredim 1:28-29, defi nes the commandment requiring one to love 
his fellow and the commandment to love the proselyte as commandments 
requiring concrete physical acts. Rambam, Sefer ha-Mizvot, mizvot aseh, no. 
3, as well as Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 2:2, defi nes the mizvah, “And you 
shall love the Lord your God,” in intellectual, rather than emotional, terms.8 
A person fulfi lls the mizvah by intellectually recognizing the majesty of 
the Deity and the grandeur of His creation. Moreover, as elucidated by 
R. Ovadiah ben David, author of the unidentifi ed commentary published 
together with that section of the Mishneh Torah, love is directly commensu-
rate with knowledge: the greater the intellectual apprehension, the greater 
the love. Ahavah and yedi’ah, love and knowledge, become confl ated into a 
single concept. As Rambam, Hilkhot Teshuvah 10:6, declares: 

One loves the Holy One, blessed be He, only through the knowledge 
with which one knows Him. According to the knowledge is the love, if 
little, little and if great, great.

Rambam, Hilkhot Teshuvah 10:3, followed by Sefer Haredim 1:5, de-
clares that such intellectual awareness generates an emotional state akin to 
lovesickness as described by King Solomon in Song of Songs 2:5. How 

the 613 mizvot because he regarded it to be rabbinic in nature. That understanding 
of Rambam is contradicted by the comments of Rambam both in his Sefer ha-Mizvot 
and in Pe’er ha-Dor. See also R. Moshe Sofer, Teshuvot Hatam Sofer, VIII, Kovez 
Teshuvot (Jerusalem, 5742), no. 26.

Ramban himself asserts that the study of tekufot and mazalot is not mandatory even 
as a rabbinic command. Nevertheless, he regards such activity as a desideratum and 
explains that the statement of the Gemara is hortatory in nature urging those who are 
capable of doing so to engage in those calculations and to announce forthcoming 
astronomical occurrences to the nations of the world. 

8  See also Rambam, Guide of the Perplexed, Part III, chap. 28.
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does one come to know, and hence love, God? By apprehending His 
glory, grandeur, and majesty. And how does one achieve such an aware-
ness? By investigating the nature of the created universe, by studying the 
laws of nature that guarantee the cohesiveness of the universe. As stated 
by Rambam, Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 2:2: 

At the time that a person ponders His works and His great, wondrous, 
actions and creations, and sees from them His wisdom which has no mea-
sure or end, he immediately loves, praises and glorifi es [God] and experi-
ences a great yearning to know the great God, as David stated, “My soul 
thirsts for the Lord, the living God” (Psalms 42:3).

We can repeat like poll parrots that God is the Creator of the uni-
verse, that He is possessed of this, that, and the other attribute, that the 
Deity is capable of x, y and z, but the fulfi llment of the mizvah does not 
lie therein. A student can memorize the Pythagorean Theorem: a2 + b2 = 
c2. He can then employ that proposition in solving various mathematical 
problems involving triangles. But does the student necessarily understand 
why it is that a2 plus b2 equals c2? Does he further understand that not 
only does a2 + b2 equal c2 but that a2 + b2 must equal c2? The student has 
committed the proposition to memory. It invariably yields the correct 
answer. If it works, then good enough! That is the sum total of his knowl-
edge. A bright, attentive, tenth grade geometry student who sits in class 
as each succeeding step in the proof of the Pythagorean Theorem is pains-
takingly demonstrated by the teacher suddenly experiences an exhilarat-
ing intellectual simhah, an intense intellectual pleasure which comes, not 
from absorbing the factual information that a2 + b2 = c2, but from a sud-
den recognition that the Pythagorean Theorem is a necessary proposi-
tion, that a2 + b2 must equal c2, that the universe could not be ordered 
otherwise. That is far, far different, qualitatively and epistemologically, 
from merely being able to recall and repeat the bare fact. The latter abil-
ity represents a very low level of knowledge; understanding why it must 
be the case, is an entirely different level of knowledge. 

As stated by Rambam, Sefer ha-Mizvot, mizvot aseh, no. 3, with re-
gard to the mizvah commanding us to love God: 

That is, that we refl ect upon and ponder his mizvot and dicta9 and his 
works until we apprehend Him and delight in the ultimate degree of 

9  In this exposition in Sefer ha-Mizvot Rambam includes understanding of Torah 
as integral to knowledge, and hence love, of God. That is consistent with Rambam’s 
view that the commandments are the product of divine reason (see Guide of the Per-
plexed, Part III, chap. 26) and his doctrine of negative attributes. Accordingly, Torah, 
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pleasure in apprehending Him. This is the mandatory love. In the words 
of Sifri: “For it says, ‘You shall love the Lord your God’ (Deuteronomy 
6:5). I do not know how to love God. Therefore, [Scripture] teaches, 
‘And these matters which I command you this day shall be upon your 
heart’ (Deuteronomy 6:6). From that you will recognize He who spoke 
and the universe came into being.” Behold we have explained to you that 
through refl ection you will succeed in apprehension and achieve pleasure, 
and love will come necessarily.

Rambam declares that it is not belief in the existence of God or of His 
majesty and glory on the basis of faith that constitutes fulfi llment of the 
commandment “And you shall love the Lord your God”; rather, it is the 
intellectual pleasure that is born of rational apprehension in which lies 
fulfi llment of the mizvah. Understanding, and hence the ability to calcu-
late, the precision of astronomical phenomena is one means of achieving 
such awareness. 

Any person can tell you when the molad will occur, i.e., when the 
next new moon can be sighted. Consult a shul calendar; the information 
is succinctly presented, in black and white.10 If you seek information re-
garding the movement of the constellations, the zodiac charts are readily 
available; look at the chart and the chart will provide the desired informa-
tion. Does that mean that a person who uses a shul calendar or consults a 
chart understands why the molad occurs when it does or why the constel-
lations move in certain patterns? Of course not. The factors governing 
such phenomena are quite diffi cult to grasp. A person must invest time 
and effort in an endeavor to understand such matters. When the Sages 
declare that a person who is a yode’a le-hashev tekufot u-mazalot, a person 
who is capable of making astronomical calculations but yet fails to do so 
is remiss, they refer to people who rely upon knowledge of the bare facts. 
That information can be found in books. Information regarding move-
ments of the constellations, the dates of the solstices and equinoxes and 
the reappearance of the moon can be memorized. Does that mean that a 
person who has done so understands why it is that those phenomena oc-
cur when they do and why they could not occur at different times? Does 

as the manifestation of divine reason, is integral to the essence of God. Hence, knowl-
edge of Torah is knowledge of God.

10  R. Zevi Elimelech Shapiro of Dinov, Derekh Pekudekha, mizvah 4, helek ha-
ma’aseh, sec. 10, declares that the statement of the Gemara, Shabbat 75a, concerning 
calculating tekufot and mazalot refl ects a mandatory obligation and hence, at the very 
minimum, every person should calculate the molad each successive month rather than 
rely upon a calendar for that information.



J. David Bleich

81

that mean that he knows how to calculate the next tekufah himself? Or 
that he will be able to determine the day and hour of the molad of the 
next month and of the month subsequent and of the month after that? 
Not at all! Memorization of recorded facts pertaining to the past and to 
the present is not suffi cient to predict the future. Inferences regarding the 
future can be extrapolated only if astronomical patterns of the past are 
analyzed and underlying rules are discovered. That understanding is the 
key to ascertaining future astronomical events. The Sages declared that 
the intellectually gifted have an obligation to study astronomy in all its 
aspects, to understand the phenomena upon which the calendar is based, 
and to apprehend the regularity of the natural order. 

A person capable of mastering those principles is well-positioned to 
formulate Abarbanel’s Argument from Design. The orderliness of the 
universe did not arise by chance; intelligent design points to the existence 
of a rational Creator. A person who arrives at a recognition of the exis-
tence of the Deity because he recognizes the handiwork of God in the 
rational structure of the complex order of nature knows that God exists, 
not because someone told him that such is the case, and not because he 
possesses a mesorah or tradition going back to Avraham avinu, but be-
cause he himself has demonstrated God’s existence anew. Such a person 
has demonstrated to himself the existence of an intelligent First Cause on 
the basis of the regularity of the tekufot and mazalot. The Sages regarded 
that awareness as the optimum, the ideal. A person who has the requisite 
intellectual ability is required to engage in the scientifi c inquiry that will 
lead to such awareness. By no means is such inquiry a purposeless exer-
cise; it is integral to the fulfi llment of the mizvah, “And you shall love the 
Lord, your God.”11

II. Three Categories of the Blessing

But how does this relate to the blessing “oseh ma’aseh bereshit—who 
makes the work of creation?” Shulhan Arukh, Orah Hayyim 227:1, rules 
that the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit is recited upon witnessing meteors 
or lightning and upon experiencing an earthquake or extraordinary winds. 
That is followed by Shulhan Arukh’s codifi cation in Orah Hayyim 228:1 
of the provision of Halakhah requiring recitation of the same blessing 
upon sighting tall mountains, deep canyons or certain rivers and, fi nally, 
in the ruling in Orah Hayyim 229:2, providing for recitation of the 

11  Rambam, Pe’er Ha-Dor, no. 347, makes this point explicitly in responding to 
an interlocutor who questioned the need to engage in such an exercise. See supra, 
note 7.
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blessing upon sighting the sun at the beginning of every 28-year solar 
cycle as well as upon the occurrence of a number of other astronomical 
events. The blessing is recited upon observing various diverse phenomena 
but those phenomena seem to be divided by Shulhan Arukh into different 
categories. Although the berakhah has but a single formula, it seems to 
this writer that there are three separate and distinct types of phenomena 
for which the blessing was ordained, each of which occasions the blessing 
for a different reason. Each category evokes praise of God as the Creator 
of the universe as evidenced in a different and distinct manner. In effect, 
although there is but one text, connotatively speaking, there are three 
distinct berakhot. Thus, Shulhan Arukh’s codifi cation of the blessings in 
three separate chapters becomes readily understandable. 
(1) A Historical Blessing: Perhaps the most self-evident is the category 
that includes high mountains and deep canyons. The threshold elevation 
of a “high mountain” or the threshold depression of a “deep canyon” is 
unclear. However, when I visited the Grand Canyon, I remember com-
menting that, although I do not know the precise depth of a canyon that 
serves to trigger the obligation, nevertheless, the Grand Canyon has a 
Brisker shi’ur, i.e, its depth is so extraordinary and wondrous that it serves 
to establish the obligation beyond cavil. 

Why does one recite the blessing upon beholding the Grand Canyon, 
Mt. Everest or the like? Neither the Grand Canyon nor Mt. Everest was 
created recently. The National Parks Service did not engage in a project to 
gouge out a huge canyon in order to provide us with an opportunity for a 
berakah. Halakhah presumes that the Grand Canyon has been in situ since 
creation and that is precisely why the berakhah was ordained. The berakhah 
recited upon beholding such a natural phenomenon is a blessing acknowl-
edging what may be termed the historical phenomenon of ma’aseh bereshit. 
In observing the Grand Canyon, one observes creation in all its wondrous 
grandeur. Of course, we constantly observe the phenomenon of creation. 
But when we gaze at the world about us we are jaded because we have 
observed exactly the same phenomena yesterday and the day before and, 
consequently, today’s observation does not give us pause or really make an 
impression upon us. But when we see something extraordinary, a phenom-
enon that we do not experience on a regular basis, we are required to praise 
the Almighty for having created the universe at the very beginning of time 
because that extraordinary encounter causes us, or should cause us, to re-
fl ect upon its source. When pronounced on such occasions, the berakhah is 
a historical berakhah, i.e., a berakhah acknowledging an event that took 
place at the beginning of history. 



J. David Bleich

83

The obvious parallel is the blessing zokher ha-brit that is recited upon 
witnessing the appearance of a rainbow. The blessing pronounced over 
the rainbow is clearly a “historical” berakhah, i.e., it commemorates a 
singular historical event. The rainbow seen today is hardly novel but it is 
a phenomenon identical to the rainbow that Noah beheld when he ex-
ited from the Ark after waters of the Deluge receded. God swore to 
Noah that he would never again visit a fl ood upon mankind that would 
destroy all of human civilization and pointed to the rainbow in the sky as 
a sign of that covenant. The rainbow is designed to make man mindful 
of God’s solemn promise not to permit rains to develop into a second 
Deluge. The blessing is “historical” in the sense that it commemorates 
God’s oath to Noah. 

This analysis of the nature of the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit on 
such occasions serves to illuminate one aspect of the halakhah governing 
its recitation. The blessing is recited each time one visits the Grand Can-
yon or Mount Everest—but only if thirty days have elapsed since it was 
last seen by that individual. A person who lives in a home overlooking the 
Grand Canyon and wakes up every morning to the sight of this deep and 
wondrous chasm becomes desensitized very quickly. We walk into the 
street and look up at the sky, glance down at the grass growing in the 
lawn or observe the water fl owing in a brook and it makes no impression 
upon us. We do not give such an experience a fi rst, let alone a second, 
thought. The commonplace is unremarkable. A person who has the Grand 
Canyon as his neighbor reacts no differently. But if a person has not seen 
the Grand Canyon for thirty days, and suddenly it appears before him, he 
becomes, or should become, overwhelmed by the realization of the won-
drous nature of the feat God performed in fashioning the canyon when 
He created the universe. 
(2) A Contemporaneous Blessing: There is also a second category of phe-
nomena that occasion the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit. The text of the 
blessing is the same, but it is pronounced upon witnessing an entirely dif-
ferent type of phenomenon and acknowledges an entirely different aspect 
of creation. Upon witnessing lightning, one is required to praise God as 
He “who makes the work of creation.” On such occasions the blessing 
praises God, but not for having created lightning in the primordial era. 
The lightning we observe today was not created 5769 years ago. The 
lightning is created precisely when we observe it; it is being created be-
fore our very eyes. The blessing we pronounce acknowledges the present 
nature of the creation of that phenomenon. The Sages anticipated that 
when we witness such an event it will evoke in us the realization that only 
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the Almighty is capable of such a feat. The realization is a form of reli-
gious experience and it can be an extremely intense religious experience. 

A type of experience that William James does not describe in his Va-
rieties of Religious Experience is one that I had in my youth, an experience 
that was one of the most powerful spiritual moments of my life. I was all 
of sixteen years old, taking a freshman course in college biology. Follow-
ing the directions of the laboratory instructor, I took a little piece of a 
leaf, placed it on a slide and inserted the slide under a microscope. Lo and 
behold, there, under the microscope, chloroplasts were chasing each oth-
er, round and round, back and forth, in the leaf. The experience was 
vivid and exhilarating. Photosynthesis was no longer an intellectual ab-
straction accepted on the authority of a textbook or on the basis of the 
testimony of botanists. The microscope became a window through which 
one could observe ma’aseh bereshit. 

 The Sages did not ordain that the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit be 
pronounced upon observing such a phenomenon under a microscope. It 
is questionable whether they did not do so because of the general prin-
ciple that Halakhah does not take cognizance of sub-clinical phenomena 
or simply because they had no microscopes. I have no doubt whatsoever 
that, logically, absent such considerations, if one should be prompted to 
recite a berakhah upon witnessing lightning, a fortiori, one should feel 
compelled to recite a blessing when observing this phenomenon as well. 
The spiritual thrill, the intellectual joy, experienced in gazing upon chlo-
roplasts dancing within a leaf is certainly much, much more powerful 
than is experienced in watching the zigzag of lightning in the sky. A per-
son who has had no fi rst-hand experience of such an event is simply miss-
ing an Erlebnis; it is something that one must experience in order to 
appreciate. The blessing pronounced upon witnessing lightning and the 
like may be categorized as a “contemporaneous” blessing in the sense 
that it is a blessing acknowledging God as Creator in the here and now.

In both of those guises, the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit is designed 
to underscore the notion that there is no sharp distinction between the 
miraculous and the natural. Nes, or miracle, and teva, or nature, are two 
sides of the same coin. Ramban, in numerous passages in his Commen-
tary on the Pentateuch,12 eloquently formulates a distinction between a 
nes nistar, or a hidden miracle, and a nes nigleh, or an open miracle. The 
miraculous nature of hidden miracles is obscured by virtue of the fact 
that to the beholder the result appears simply as the manifestation of 

12  See, for example, Genesis 7:17, 35:13 and 46:15; Exodus 6:12; Leviticus 18:29 
and 26:11; and Deuteronomy 11:13.
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natural occurrences. Open miracles are perceived as the suspension of 
the natural order. Perhaps even more emphatic are the comments of 
R. Meir Simchah of Dvinsk, Meshekh Hokhmah, Parashat Behukotai. 
Meshekh Hokhmah comments that miracles are not designed as ends in 
themselves; on the contrary, a nes is entirely instrumental. Miracles are 
designed to impress upon us that all of teva is a nes; nature is miraculous; 
the natural order is the greatest of all miracles. The temporary suspen-
sion of that order is designed to make us realize that the order and regu-
larity of nature is born of divine decree and subject to divine will. The 
problem for mankind is that we have become desensitized. Every day the 
sun rises in the east and sets in the west. We take that for granted, with 
the result that such phenomena no longer strike us as wondrous. From 
time to time it is necessary for us to be jolted out of our intellectual com-
placency. Observation of an extraordinary phenomenon is an occasion to 
be reminded that miracles are built into the principles governing the 
universe as variations in the regularity that is the hallmark of nature.13 
Miracles are designed to impress upon us that, in reality, teva is the great-
est of all miracles. That is why, declares Meshekh Hokhmah, “one who 
recites hallel ha-gadol every day commits blasphemy” (Shabbat 118b). If 
a person recites hallel every day it is because he feels he must give thanks 
for what he perceives as miracles performed on his behalf on a daily basis. 
But God does not perform overt miracles on a daily basis; He does not 
disturb the laws of nature with any frequency. To presume that he does 
so is a form of blasphemy. But at the same time we are charged with rec-
ognizing that nature itself is miraculous. That is why, explains Meshekh 
Hokhmah, a person who recites ashrei thrice daily is assured of a share in the 
World to Come (Berakhot 4b). The omnipotence, grandeur and majesty of 
God is manifest in the ordinary—but regular and ongoing—phenomena 
described in ashrei: “You give them their food in due season. You open 
your hand and satiate every living creature with favor” (Psalms 145:15-16). 
Recitation of ashrei serves to acknowledge that the phenomena we re-
gard as natural, ordinary and run of the mill are really miracles wrought 
by God. 

Ba’alei mussar, masters of the mussar movement, seized upon that 
notion in offering a resolution of the classic question posed by Bet Yosef 
with regard to the observance of Hanukkah. Why do we kindle the meno-
rah each of the eight days of Hanukkah? The Maccabees found suitable 

13  See Avot 5:6; Bereshit Rabbah 5:4; and Shemot Rabbah 21:16. See also Rambam, 
Commentary on the Mishnah, Avot 5:6; idem, Guide to the Perplexed, Part II chaps. 25 
and 29; and Hasdai Crescas, Or ha-Shem, Part II, p. 5. 
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oil suffi cient for one day. If we commemorate the miracle of the cruse of 
oil it should be suffi cient to kindle the menorah on seven consecutive 
evenings. Since there was enough oil for the fi rst day, the lamps of the 
menorah in the Temple burned quite naturally on the fi rst day. If so, what 
miracle is commemorated in lighting the Hanukkah menorah on the fi rst 
day? To this the ba’alei mussar answered that, of course, the Sages or-
dained the days of Hanukkah in commemoration of the miracle of the 
cruse of oil. But lest one think that it is only a miracle that occurs as an 
idiosyncratic event, as an ostensive violation of natural law, that requires 
celebration and acknowledgement of the power of God, they ordained an 
additional day designed to celebrate teva. 

“Let He who told oil to burn come and tell vinegar to burn” (Ta’anit 
25a). There is no inherent reason why oil must burn or why vinegar 
should not burn. Vinegar might burn as well as oil, or oil might not burn 
just as vinegar does not burn. God established the laws of chemistry and 
physics that make it possible for oil to support combustion and render it 
impossible for vinegar to do so. Those laws assure that both oil and vin-
egar will behave in an orderly, consistent and predictable manner. We take 
it for granted that oil will burn and vinegar will not. We tend to forget 
that the regularity of nature is nothing short of miraculous. Hence, we 
are in need of suitable occasions to have that verity impressed upon us. 
The kindling of the menorah on the fi rst day of Hanukkah, according to 
the ba’alei mussar, was designed to convey that message globally, i.e., not 
only with regard to the combustible nature of oil but with regard to the 
laws of nature in their totality. The blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit, when 
pronounced upon witnessing lightning, meteors, etc., forces us to refl ect 
upon the nature of those infrequent occurrences and to recognize that 
those phenomena, novel and infrequent as they may be, are entirely at-
tributable to the laws instilled in the universe by God.

Thus, there is but one formula in which the blessing is couched, but 
on differing occasions the blessing is pronounced to express recognition 
of one or another of the two distinct roles fulfi lled by God as the Creator 
of the universe: 1) recognition of God as the author of creation as evi-
denced by remarkable primordial artifacts available for our observation; 
2) acknowledgment of God as the source of the laws of nature which at 
times give rise to unusual and seemingly spontaneous phenomena. 
(3) An Evocative Blessing: The blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit is employed in 
yet a third manner. The third guise of the blessing is neither an acknowl-
edgment of the wondrous, unparalleled historical event that the creation of 
the universe represents, nor is it a blessing acknowledging a present novel 
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occurrence in the realm of nature; indeed, in its third form, the blessing is 
not occasioned by any extraordinary phenomenon at all. The blessing in its 
third form is employed to teach, to underscore and to reinforce the notion 
that God is, as He is described in the liturgy of the morning prayer, He 
who “each day continuously renews the work of creation.” 

In order to appreciate the purpose and function of this third form of 
the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit, it is necessary to provide some elucida-
tion of the doctrine refl ected in the blessing. It seems to me that this de-
scription of God as the “oseh ma’aseh bereshit” is designed to teach what 
philosophers term the “Doctrine of Continuous Creation” or, sometimes, 
the “Doctrine of Constant Conservation.” At times, those terms are used 
interchangeably but they are not really synonymous. Rambam presents 
that doctrine in two separate places, in Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 1:1-2 and 
in his formulation of the Thirteen Principles of Faith in his Commentary 
on the Mishnah, Sanhedrin, Introduction to Helek, the First Principle. 

In Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah, Rambam writes: 

The principle of all principles and the pillar of all wisdom is to know that 
there is a First Being; He brings every existing thing into existence; and all 
things that exist in heaven, on earth, and in what is between them did not 
come into existence other than through the veracity of His existence. And 
if it could be conceived that He does not exist, no other thing could exist.

The fi rst two clauses of that statement are entirely straightforward: 
God is the First Being and the Prime Cause of all that exists in the created 
universe. In the second of these clauses Rambam emphasizes that nothing 
in the celestial spheres or on earth could have come into existence other 
than through God’s creative power. In his fi nal statement Rambam makes 
an even more profound assertion: there can be no ongoing existence of 
created entities other than through the medium of God’s eternal exis-
tence. Hence, were God not to exist, the continued existence of all things 
would be impossible. Rambam is declaring that creation is not a once in 
an eternity phenomenon. In a very real sense, creation takes place on a 
continual, continuous and ongoing basis. Were God to have created the 
universe and then gone on an eternal sabbatical by removing His exis-
tence, the universe could not have survived. The presence of God is need-
ed in order to guarantee the continued existence of the universe. 

In writing “if it could be conceived that He does not exist,” Rambam 
is not quite willing to concede that such a notion is actually conceivable. 
Rambam is asserting that, since God is a necessary Being, we cannot even 
conceive His non-existence because the non-existence of the Deity is, in 
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effect, an oxymoron. Although that argument is not identical to Anselm’s 
Ontological Argument for the existence of God, it certainly brings that 
proof to mind. Be that as it may, were we able to conceive of the eventu-
ality of the non-existence of the Deity coming to pass, the universe itself 
would also cease to exist. It is the presence of God that makes possible the 
ongoing existence of the universe. 

Rambam makes this point even more forcefully in his Commentary on 
the Mishnah in the course of developing the fi rst of his Thirteen Principles. 
In addition to telling us simply that belief in the existence of the Deity is 
a fundamental principle of faith he continues with the statement:

He is the cause of the existence of all existing things; In Him is the con-
tinuity of their existence and from Him comes their endurance. Let the 
absence of His existence not occur to the mind, for in the absence of His 
existence the existence of all created things would be nullifi ed and there 
would not remain any existing thing whose existence would endure.

That comment is simply an amplifi cation of what Rambam says much 
more succinctly in the Mishneh Torah. Rambam here emphasizes that the 
existence of the Deity is necessary, not only because there must be a First 
Cause, but also because of God’s role in the nature of a dynamo infusing 
the universe with existence. 

One can perhaps best understand that concept in terms of modern 
phenomena. Consider electricity. I am neither a physicist nor an electrical 
engineer. Nevertheless, I have a rudimentary understanding of the nature 
of electricity. The generator must operate constantly if there is to be elec-
tricity. If one shuts down the generator, there is no longer an electrical 
current. One cannot simply create a quantity of electricity and then go on 
vacation expecting the stored electricity to continue to fl ow. A generator 
is necessary in order continuously to produce new electricity. “Existence” 
is created by the Almighty. Thus, according to Rambam’s depiction of the 
role of God, God is not merely the First Cause of all existence; He is the 
ongoing cause of existence. Without His ongoing presence there could 
not be any existence whatsoever. 

The Kalam philosophers presented the Doctrine of Continuous Cre-
ation in a very particular way. Rambam, in his Guide of the Perplexed (Part 
I, chapter 73, sixth proposition), reports that the Kalam philosophers 
employed a notion similar to that of continuous creation in constructing 
a proof for the existence of the Deity. They asserted that the universe was 
not created from a substance that Jewish philosophers term “homer hiyuli,” 
i.e., hylic substance or primordial matter, that is endowed with accidents. 
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Those philosophers maintained that matter cannot exist without acci-
dents and hence no entity could exist if God did not recreate accidents 
during every moment of existence. As a consequence of assuming that 
substance cannot exist without accidents, the Kalam philosophers con-
cluded that, since by defi nition a hylic substance lacks accidents, the exis-
tence of a hylic substance is impossible. 

The Kalam also accepted what the translators call an “atomic” notion 
of time, i.e., the notion that time is composed of discrete particles, or 
“atoms.” I prefer to use the term “quantum” notion of time rather than 
“atomic” notion of time.” Based upon those two notions, Kalam philoso-
phers asserted that cloth that is dyed black does not retain its color be-
cause the dye has penetrated the cloth; rather, the “blackness” of the 
cloth is an accident created by God when the black pigment comes into 
contact with the cloth. But the “blackness” is of no duration; God must 
repeatedly re-create blackness during every moment of time. Absent 
God’s re-creation of accidents there would be nothing in existence except 
the underlying hylic substance, a notion they considered to be incompre-
hensible since they asserted that one cannot conceive of a material sub-
stance having no quality other than sheer existence. 

The Kalam have a latter-day counterpart in the philosophy of René 
Descartes. Descartes presented a similar proof for the existence of the De-
ity predicated upon his conception of time.14 Descartes regarded time, 
not as a kind of wave or fl ow, or as a measure of motion, but as, literally, 
a fourth dimension made up of infi nitesimal particles which have been 
termed “quanta.” The Cartesian notion of time gives rise to a serious 
problem. If the universe exists in time and if time is a series of discrete and 
unconnected quanta, how does any entity traverse time by moving from 
one time quantum to the next? A transportation system would be re-
quired to move physical entities from one such time quantum to the next. 
That transportation system is supplied by God. But how does He accom-
plish that feat? The notion that God drags physical entities across noth-
ingness in incomprehensible. So what does God do in order to provide 
for the durability of the universe? God’s solution, declares Descartes, is to 
recreate the universe in every moment of time. God recreates the uni-
verse in every quantum of time; He creates the universe anew every mi-
crosecond. The continued existence of the universe would be impossible 
without continuous divine re-creation. Thus, the very existence of the 
universe is a proof of the existence of God. 

14  See René Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, Part I, chap. 21. See also Ouevres de 
Descartes, ed. C. Adam and P. Tannery, V (Paris, 1903), 530.
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That proof of the existence of God is quite similar to the Kalam argu-
ment rejected by Rambam. Although not spelled out in that discussion in 
the Guide, Rambam was compelled to reject the Kalam argument, in part, 
because Rambam had a totally different notion of time. Rambam does 
not regard time as a created entity and certainly not as composed of at-
oms or quanta. According to Rambam, time is an accident of motion, and 
motion is an accident of matter. Even more fundamentally, as Rambam 
argues in his discussion of the Kalam theory, God, although he is the First 
Cause, created causal laws which, in turn, serve as a suffi cient explanation 
for the duration of accidents. Accordingly, Rambam derisively dismisses 
the Kalam proof out of hand.

Rambam’s rejection of the Kalam notion of constant creation is not a 
contradiction to his assertion, both in the Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah and in 
his Commentary on the Mishnah, of God’s ongoing role in the preserva-
tion of the universe. First, and perhaps foremost, Rambam decries only 
denial of causality and the accompanying notion that accidents must be 
recreated, but makes no such statement with regard to homer hiyuli. 

Moreover, as I understand Rambam, he insists upon the Doctrine of 
Continuous Conservation while rejecting a Doctrine of Constant Cre-
ation. Although philosophers may obscure the issue by using the terms 
interchangeably—and I am also guilty of having done so in my book Bir-
cas haChammah—these are fundamentally two different and distinct doc-
trines. Rambam, in his Commentary on the Mishnah and in Hilkhot Yesodei 
ha-Torah, does not formulate a Doctrine of Continuous Creation; rather, 
he advances a Doctrine of Constant Conservation. According to Ram-
bam, the universe may well have been created but once in all of eternity, 
but it requires the same amount of force, energy or “creative power” to 
maintain the universe in existence and to sustain it as was required in or-
der to create it in the fi rst instance. Existence, according to Rambam, is 
an ephemeral quality that must constantly be renewed. The infusion of 
existence needed to sustain the created universe can come only from di-
vine existence. Hence, were divine existence, which Rambam refers to in 
Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah as “amitat mezi’uto—the veracity of His exis-
tence,” to be removed from the universe, the universe could no longer 
exist and would return to sheer nothingness. 

This leads directly to what I have referred to as the third guise of the 
blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit. This third pronouncement of the blessing 
employs the same formula as the fi rst two but it differs in that it is recited 
in recognition and affi rmation of the Doctrine of Constant Conservation 
of the universe. It is a blessing through which we acknowledge that God’s 
presence is needed on a continual and ongoing basis for the preservation 
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of the created universe with the result that, absent His presence, there 
could not be a world for us to inhabit. 

But how is that doctrine refl ected in the words of the blessing “oseh 
ma’aseh bereshit?” When we went out on the morning of April 8th, on erev 
Pesah, and looked up at the sun, did the sun look any different from the 
way it looked a day earlier on April 7th? If one were to have gazed heav-
enward on the fi rst day of Pesah, on April 9th, would one have missed 
anything in one’s observation of the sun that one was able to see a day 
earlier? Exactly the same visual sensation was available on April 7th, April 
8th, and April 9th, as well on any other day of any other year. Observation 
of the sun on April 8th, 5769 was entirely unlike witnessing lightning, 
meteors or the like. The latter are phenomena that one does not witness 
with any degree of regularity. In contradistinction, the sun can be ob-
served every single day. Nothing of signifi cance changes in the percep-
tion of the sun from one day to the next. If so, why was a blessing required 
at the beginning of a new solar cycle on April 8th more so than on any 
other day? 

The blessing, when pronounced on the occasion of Birkat ha-Ham-
mah, represents a third type of berakhah, one that may be termed an 
“evocative” berakhah. That pronouncement of the berakhah is not re-
sponsive in the sense that we now see and marvel at some phenomenon 
that the Almighty created fi ve thousand seven hundred and sixty-nine 
years ago or in the sense that we are responding to a phenomenon that 
He is creating here and now before our very eyes, in that a moment ago 
there was no lightning and now there is lightning. The berakhah as re-
cited on the occasion of Birkat ha-Hammah is evocative rather than re-
sponsive. It is meaningful only when pronounced upon internalizing what 
is perceived and refl ecting thereupon. One cannot appreciate the purpose 
of the blessing unless one internalizes the experience. The blessing is de-
signed to promote refl ection and introspection, which, in turn, serve to 
give rise to a feeling that one must express gratitude to the Almighty for 
continuously conserving the universe. It is through recitation of the bless-
ing that such awareness is evoked.

And what is the phenomenon that occasions this refl ection? It is the 
sun’s return to the place in the fi rmament which it occupied on the same 
day of the week and at the same hour of the day on which it was created 
during the six days of creation. As such, it represents the beginning of a 
new solar cycle. But one could not possibly know that this has occurred 
simply by gazing at the sun. It is impossible to realize what has occurred 
without preparing for the event. A person who is intellectually prepared 
for the event recognizes what it is that occurs on April 8th upon the 
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culmination of one twenty-eight year cycle and the beginning of another; 
perforce, he must recognize that the orbit of each of the heavenly spheres 
is a galgal ha-hozer, cyclical and never-ending, going back and forth, back 
and forth, over and over again. Furthermore, he must recognize that this 
is so only because God guarantees the existence of the created universe 
through amitat mezi’uto, the veracity of His existence; otherwise, the 
universe would not exist at all. Pronouncement of the blessing is designed 
to spur refl ection upon this phenomenon; praise of God as the ongoing 
“Maker of the work of Creation” evokes recognition of God’s constant 
conservation of the universe.

III. Other Occasions for an Evocative Blessing

The commencement of the 28-year solar cycle is not the only event for 
which the Sages ordained the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit in its evocative 
guise. The Beraita cited by the Gemara, Berakhot 59b, also declares that 
the blessing must be recited upon observing a variety of celestial events. 
As understood by early-day authorities, the Beraita describes the return 
of celestial bodies to the places in the fi rmament they occupied at the time 
of creation.15 Such events are similar in nature to the event that occasions 
Birkat ha-Hammah. The occurrence of such events certainly cannot be 
discerned by observation. Indeed, in practice, we do not recite the bless-
ing on the other occasions enumerated in the Beraita because we do not 
know how to determine their occurrence.16 Nevertheless, the blessing on 
those occasions is in the same guise as Birkat ha-Hammah; the blessing is 
designed to evoke refl ection upon the ongoing cyclical nature of the ce-
lestial spheres.

I believe that it is possible to demonstrate that recitation of oseh 
ma’aseh bereshit on the occasion of Birkat ha-Hammah and on other oc-
casions enumerated in the Beraita are not the only occasions regarding 
which the Sages at least considered ordaining recitation of the blessing in 
its third guise. Birkat ha-Hammah occurs only once in twenty-eight years 
and presumably the other events occur with even less frequency. But an-
other event was considered as a candidate for recitation of the same type 
of blessing. The Gemara, Berakhot 59a, states:

R. Joshua ben Levi said, “If one sees the sky in all its purity, he says, 
‘Blessed is He who has wrought the work of creation.’” When does he do 

15  For a more complete discussion of the Beraita and of the nature of those phe-
nomena see this writer’s Bircas haChammah (New York, 5769), pp. 78-81.

16  See ibid., pp. 81-83.
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so? Abaye said, “When there has been rain all the night and in the morn-
ing the north wind comes and clears the heavens.” And they differ from 
Rafram bar Papa quoting R. Hisda. For Rafram bar Papa said in the name 
of R. Hisda, “Since the day when the Temple was destroyed there has 
never been a perfectly clear sky, since it says, ‘I clothe the heavens with 
blackness and I make a sackcloth their covering’” (Isaiah 50:3).

Why should that phenomenon occasion a blessing? Rashi comments, 
“For such was its creation but afterward it was covered by clouds.” In our 
day, even in the absence of cloud-cover, it is certainly impossible to be-
hold the sky in its pristine glory in any urban locale. There is simply too 
much industrial pollution that obscures the sky, not to speak of light 
pollution. However, Abaye declares that one who wishes to observe the 
sky as it appeared at the time of creation before it was obscured by clouds 
may do so by waiting for a rainfall that lasts all night long. Then, if the 
rain is blown away by a strong wind, the completely unobscured sky can 
be seen in all its purity and the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit is pro-
nounced. 

According to Rashi’s interpretation of the Gemara, this is not a novel 
guise of the blessing. The blessing on such occasions, as categorized by 
Rashi, is no different from the blessing recited upon observing high 
mountains or deep chasms. The blessing is historical in nature in the sense 
that it acknowledges a primordial phenomenon present at creation. In the 
atmospheric conditions described, the sky is revealed in its pristine glory 
and appears as it did in its primordial state. That is not an everyday phe-
nomenon. Ordinarily, the sky is covered by pollution, smoke, clouds, etc. 
On the rare occasion that it appears in its original state, one is required to 
praise God for having created a glorious universe. 

If Rashi’s interpretation is accepted, it is the berakhah in its historical 
guise that is required. If the blessing is identical in nature to the blessing 
recited upon sighting a tall mountain, a deep canyon or the yam ha-gadol, 
the blessing is not to be recited if the phenomenon is witnessed a second 
time within a thirty-day period. There does not appear to be any explicit 
evidence of such a limitation. 

But for Rashi’s comment, I would offer an entirely different analysis 
of the nature of the blessing. It may even be possible to read that analysis 
into Rashi’s words as well. The phenomenon described by the Gemara 
seems to me to be comparable, not to a tall mountain or a deep canyon, 
but to the phenomenon of lightning. Lightning appears sua sponte; it is a 
novel phenomenon created before our very eyes. It seems to me that the 
Gemara is telling us that, when there is a prolonged rainfall and then a 
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strong wind that blows, the resultant phenomenon appears as a new cre-
ation comparable to lightning. The sky in a place such as Bonaire is not 
at all comparable to the sky we are accustomed to seeing. The biblical 
phrase that speaks of the “multitude of stars” cannot be appreciated un-
less one has had such an experience. The sky in such far-fl ung areas is 
covered “wall to wall” by a blanket of light. Imagine a rain followed by a 
wind that would turn our sky into the sky over Bonaire. A person wit-
nessing such an event would enjoy an exhilarating experience in the na-
ture of an impression of a wondrous phenomenon being created before 
his eyes. Viewing the sky upon alighting from a plane at night in Bonaire 
certainly gives rise to an even greater thrill than watching lightning zig-
zag across the sky.

In metropolitan areas that experience is possible only when the atmo-
spheric conditions described by the Gemara have occurred. On such 
occasions, the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit is in the nature of an acknowl-
edgement of a contemporaneous creation occurring in the here and now.

How frequently is the blessing ordained for that phenomenon recit-
ed? Whenever the event occurs; whenever cleansing rain falls and the 
clouds are dispersed with the result that the sky is completely clear. If new 
clouds appear and, in turn, are swept away, the result is a new “creation” 
mandating a new berakhah, just as a second bout of lightning after clouds 
have dissipated is a new “creation” occasioning a new blessing. According 
to this analysis, the blessing required on perceiving such a phenomenon 
is in the guise of the earlier-described second form of the blessing. Ac-
cording to either analysis, the blessing upon the appearance of the heaven 
“in its purity” is in the nature of one or the other of the usual forms of 
the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit.

There is, however, a parallel text in the Yerushalmi, the Palestinian 
Talmud, Berakhot 9:2. The Yerushalmi also records that the blessing oseh 
ma’aseh bereshit is pronounced upon seeing “the fi rmament in its purity.” 
But, in the Yerushalmi’s discussion, R. Huna explains that the blessing is 
recited “only in the rainy season after three days as, it is written, ‘And now 
they did not see light that is bright in the skies but a wind passes and 
cleanses them’” (Job 37:4), i.e., the blessing is recited after incessant rain 
spanning a three-day period. R. Moshe Sofer, Teshuvot Orah Hayyim, no. 
55, expresses bewilderment: Why is the blessing occasioned only by three 
days of rainfall? Hatam Sofer amends the text to read “after thirty days” 
but fails to explain why the blessing is recited only after a thirty-day pe-
riod of rainfall. 

It seems to me that the Yerushalmi describes a phenomenon totally 
different from that described by the Babylonian Talmud and that it is 
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describing a blessing of a different genre. As evidenced by the citation of 
the verse in Job, the phenomenon described occurs after a three-day pe-
riod of total darkness. It is not the rain per se that causes the phenomenon, 
but the darkness that occurs because of rainfall. When was the fi rst occa-
sion on which the sun was not visible for three days and then suddenly 
appeared? During the period of creation, the sun suddenly came into be-
ing at the beginning of the fourth day. The reenactment of that event 
necessitates the blessing. But what is the nature of the blessing? It is not 
praise of God occasioned by the creation of something before our eyes, 
nor is it an occasion on which we behold a vestige of primordial creation. 
Rather, it is a reenactment of ma’aseh bereshit. The blessing is evocative in 
that it calls upon us to refl ect upon ma’aseh bereshit and to recognize that 
creation is an ongoing phenomenon. It calls upon us to remember that 
the sun originally came into existence only on the fourth day; the reap-
pearance of the sun after darkness is a form of re-creation. Our observa-
tion of the sun being re-created should impress upon us the verity that 
the sun—and indeed all of creation—must continually be infused with 
existence. That refl ection should evoke praise of God who constantly 
functions as the oseh ma’aseh bereshit.

The statement of the Yerushalmi is not recorded either by Rambam 
or by Shulhan Arukh. But it is an example of a proposed blessing in the 
nature of the third category earlier described. The only blessing “oseh 
ma’aseh bereshit” of the third category that is normative is Birkat ha-
Hammah. In that guise it is a novel blessing, a rare expression of thanks-
giving to the Almighty for His constant conservation of the universe. It is 
a form of praise that can properly be uttered only upon refl ection; it is the 
product of intellectual awareness. 

IV. Evidence of the Evocative Nature of Birkat ha-Hammah

It is possible to demonstrate that the blessing oseh ma’aseh bereshit pro-
nounced on the occasion of Birkat ha-Hammah is different from every 
other recitation of the blessing in a very signifi cant way. The determina-
tion of the 28-year solar cycle is based upon the calculation of the day and 
hour of the vernal equinox as calculated by Shm’uel. Those calculations, 
in turn, presume that the length of the solar year is the same as that as-
sumed by the Julian calendar. But we know very well that the Julian 
calendar was inaccurate. The Sages of the Gemara knew it to be inaccu-
rate. Rav Adda, one of the Amora’im, is reported to have established 
different and more accurate tekufot which we use for other purposes of 
Halakhah. Rav Adda realized that Shmu’el’s assumption with regard to 
the length of the solar year was imprecise. According to Rav Adda’s more 



TRADITION

96

accurate calculation, the dates on which equinoxes and solstices occur are 
different from those of Shmu’el. We employ Shmu’el’s tekufot only for 
Birkat ha-Hammah, for determination of the commencement of recita-
tion of the tal u-matar prayer for rain and possibly for one other arcane 
area of Jewish practice, viz., refraining from drinking water drawn on the 
evening of the tekufah. But if the Sages of the Talmud realized that 
Shmu’el’s calendar was inaccurate, why, in ordaining Birkat ha-Hammah, 
did they ordain a blessing to commemorate a phenomenon that does not 
occur at the time it is purported to occur?

The reason they did so with regard to recitation of tal u-matar is not 
diffi cult to apprehend. Not everyone is a yode’a le-hashev tekufot u-mazalot; 
not everyone is suffi ciently profi cient in the science of astronomy to be 
able to calculate the autumn equinox so that he will be able to determine 
the appropriate date to commence recitation of tal u-matar. What is a 
simple, untutored, unlettered Jew supposed to do? Everyone is capable of 
calculating Shmu’el’s tekufah. According to Shmu’el, each season is ex-
actly 91¼ days in length. Once a person is apprised of the date and hour 
of the beginning of any season, calculating the beginning of any future 
season is extremely simple. Accordingly, the Sages adopted Shmu’el’s cal-
culations, inaccurate though they were, in ordaining the prayer for rain. 

 Birkat ha-Hammah is much more diffi cult to understand. The bless-
ing seems to be occasioned by a non-occurring event. Since the solar year 
is decidedly not precisely 365 days in length, the sun does not return to 
its place of origin on the day and hour of the original creation every 
twenty-eight years. In fact, in the 5769 years that have elapsed since cre-
ation, the actual tekufat Nisan has never recurred on its original day and 
hour. One authority, Teshuvot Mas’et Binyamin, no. 101, declares that 
that phenomenon will never recur. Yet the Sages did seek an opportunity 
to impress upon people the Doctrine of Constant Conservation of the 
universe. The accepted popular view was that the solar year is 365 days 
in length. That view was independently known and accepted by the pop-
ulace at large for other liturgical purposes, viz., for recitation of the tal 
u-matar prayer. Since the blessing is born of refl ection and is designed to 
evoke acknowledgment of a basic verity, they seized upon this popular 
assumption and harnessed it as a vehicle for disseminating and reinforcing 
a fundamental principle of faith. 

This becomes even more obvious if we analyze Birkat ha-Hammah 
more closely. Why did the Sages not ordain that the blessing be recited 
Tuesday night? The tekufah of Shmu’el occurs at six o’clock Tuesday eve-
ning but we do not recite the berakhah until the sun rises on Wednesday 
morning. The tekufah in Erez Yisra’el on Tuesday evening, April the 7th, 
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occurs at 5:39 P.M., give or take a few seconds. It occurs, not at 6:00 
P.M., but at 5:39 P.M., because solar time depends upon the precise de-
gree and minute of longitude. We have adopted a convention of estab-
lishing time zones varying by intervals of one hour. Accordingly, to speak 
of the time as 6:00 P.M. is accurately to identify the time only at the geo-
graphic mid-point of the time zone. True solar time will vary up to a half-
hour earlier or a half-hour later depending on particular location east or 
west of the mid-point of the time zone. So, to speak of tekufat Nisan oc-
curring at 6:00 P.M. is really to say that it occurs at 6:00 P.M. solar time 
which is 5:39 P.M. Jerusalem time on our clock. Sunset in Jerusalem does 
not occur until 5:50 P.M. local time. The sun remains visible during the 
period of time between the occurrence of the tekufah at 5:39 P.M. and 
sunset at 5:50 P.M.  

If so, why did the Sages ordain that Birkat ha-Hammah be delayed 
until sunrise Wednesday morning which is many hours after the actual 
tekufah? True, the blessing may be recited only if one actually sees the 
sun. But, if the berakah celebrates the return of the sun to its position at 
the time of creation, the Sages could have ordained that the blessing be 
recited Tuesday evening during the eleven-minute window between 5:39 
P.M. and 5:50 P.M.

The answer, I believe, lies in the fact that at the time of creation the 
sun was placed in the fi rmament at 5:39 P.M., but since the sun was cre-
ated, not at the close of the third day, but at the beginning of the fourth 
day, sunset on the fi rst Tuesday evening did not occur after the tekufah at 
5:50 P.M., but at 5:39 P.M., i.e., the sun was created at sunset. In our 
day, sunset occurs eleven minutes after the tekufah, but that was not the 
case at the time of the sun’s creation.

Were one to have been present at the creation of the sun it would 
have been impossible to recite a blessing because the sun had already set. 
For the Sages to ordain recitation of Birkat ha-Hammah during the pe-
riod of time after the tekufah that the sun remains visible on Tuesday 
evening would be incongruous and even self-contradictory. Ostensibly, 
we witness a reenactment of a solar phenomenon that occurred during 
ma’aseh bereshit and thereupon recite Birkat ha-Hammah. But at ma’aseh 
bereshit the sun was not visible! So how is it comprehensible that we pro-
nounce a blessing acknowledging our perception of the sun’s presence in 
a certain position at the time of ma’aseh bereshit if, at ma’aseh bereshit, the 
sun was not visible at that hour? Therefore, the Sages ordained that the 
blessing be pronounced at an hour commemorating the fi rst visual ap-
pearance of the sun subsequent to its creation. Were one to have been 
present at ma’aseh bereshit, the earliest opportunity to recite the blessing 
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would have been at the fi rst appearance of the sun at sunrise on Wednes-
day morning.17

The point is clear. No novel astronomical event occurred at the time 
of the fi rst sunrise on Wednesday morning. And, of course, no novel as-
tronomical event took place this past April 8th at sunrise. The blessing is 
neither historical nor contemporaneous, using the terms as they have 
been defi ned earlier; the blessing is evocative in the sense that the Sages 
desired that appearance of the sun on April 8th spur us to refl ect upon 
ma’aseh bereshit and to acknowledge the role of amitat mezi’uto in the 
constant conservation of the universe.

17  The same point may be demonstrated in yet another manner. The tekufah is an 
astronomical event that occurs at a specifi c moment in time. But the hour of that oc-
currence must be described in local time which is dependent upon longitude. In light 
of the time difference between Israel and the United States, the moment in time de-
scribed as 6:00 P.M. in Jerusalem is 11:00 A.M. in New York City. Although the teku-
fah occurs at 6:00 P.M. solar time in Jerusalem, at that moment, the clock in New 
York reads 11:00 A.M. If so, why do we delay Birkat ha-Hammah until Wednesday 
morning even in New York? The issue was fi rst raised by R. Elijah David Rabinowitz-
Te’umim (known as the Aderet), Chief Rabbi of Mir and later of Jerusalem, who ruled 
that in Russia, where the sun was visible after the time of the tekufah, the blessing be 
recited Tuesday afternoon at the time of the actual tekufah rather than be delayed 
until Wednesday morning. A Jerusalem scholar, the late R. Moshe Nachum Spira, ac-
cepted that position and argued that in Europe and the United States the blessing 
must be recited on Tuesday and may not be recited on Wednesday. For a discussion 
and critique of those views, see this writer’s Bircas haChammah, pp. 95-96 and 237-
242.

Nevertheless, it is the accepted practice throughout the world to delay Birkat ha-
Hammah until sunrise of the morning following the tekufah, i.e., Wednesday morn-
ing. The Sages ordained that the blessing be recited at the hour that the sun became 
visible in the Land of Israel at the time of creation, i.e., at sunrise of the day following 
the tekufah. They similarly ordained that Jews all over the world recite the blessing 
when the sun becomes visible on the morning following the tekufah. This may serve 
to explain why Rambam, Hilkhot Berakhot 10:18, adds the phrase “in the morning,” 
which is not found in the Gemara, in ruling that one should pronounce the blessing 
following the tekufah “when one sees [the sun] on Wednesday in the morning.” Ram-
bam’s emphasis is upon the point that it is not suffi cient to observe the sun after the 
tekufah, but that the blessing is to be delayed until the following morning. If it is 
understood that the blessing is evocative and does not precisely commemorate an 
astronomical event, it is quite understandable that the Sages sought to promulgate 
uniformity of observance and based themselves upon the realia of the Land of Israel 
in establishing sunrise as the time for recitation of the blessing throughout the 
world.
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