
Birkat haChammah:
An Evocative Blessing

Why Is This Erev Pesach
Different from Every Other

Erev Pesach?
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The Sages ordained a blessing to be recited
upon the sighting of the sun once every

twenty-eight years. The blessing is recited on
the day on which the sun returns to the very

spot in the heavens that it occupied relative to
earth at the moment of its original creation.



To a Jew every mitzvah is treasured;
each is a source of delight. As expressed
by the psalmist, “Happy is the man who
fears God, who desires His mitzvot
greatly” (Psalms 112:1). Little wonder
then that Birkat haChammah, despite its
relative simplicity and infrequency of
occurrence, has received extensive

treatment in rabbinic literature. The very rarity of its occur-
rence has served to magnify the rejoicing in its performance
and to enhance the scholarly attention it has received.

Birkat haChammah is indeed a rare event—an event that
recurs only every twenty-eight years. Even rarer is the oc-
currence of Birkat haChammah on the fourteenth day of
Nisan, erev Pesach, as will be the case this coming spring.
The phenomenon marked by Birkat haChammah did coin-
cide with erev Pesach in 5685 (1925). However, before 5685,
there was a gap of more than six centuries since Birkat
haChammah’s last previous occurrence on an erev Pesach in
5069 (1309).

It is popularly assumed that the universe was created in
Tishrei. That assumption is prompted, at least in part, by the
fact that the calendar year begins on the first day of Tishrei.
However, the Gemara, Rosh Hashanah 10b-11a, records a
controversy between Rabbi Eliezer and and Rabbi Joshua
with regard to whether the world was created in Tishrei or
in Nisan. Birkat haChammah was ordained on the basis of
the hypothesis that the universe was created in Nisan.

Genesis 1:14-19 records that the sun was created on the
fourth day of the week. According to rabbinic tradition, the
sun was created at the very beginning of the day and ap-
peared in the sky in the position occupied at Tekufat Nisan,
i.e., the sun was set into place upon the onset of the fourth
day at the position of the vernal equinox. Thus, Birkat
haChammah is recited whenever the vernal equinox occurs
at the very beginning of the fourth day of the week. At the
time of the equinox, day and night are equal in duration,
each being twelve hours in length. Since in the Jewish calen-
dar each day begins with nightfall, the beginning of the
fourth day is 6:00 PM Tuesday evening. In an annual calen-
dar comprised of 365 days successive vernal equinoxes will
occur each year on the same day of the month (allowing, of
course, for a minor variation in a leap year) but one and one
quarter days later in the week. It is then a relatively easy
matter to perform the calculations that demonstrate that
successive equinoxes will occur upon the advent of the eve
of a Wednesday only once in twenty-eight years. Birkat
haChammah is recited when the sun becomes visible after a
vernal equinox that occurs at the beginning of the eve of a
Wednesday as it did at the time of Creation. At the time of
the equinox the sun occupies a position relative to earth
identical to the position it occupied at the time of Creation.
On the rare occasions that this phenomenon occurs on Tues-

day evening the blessing “Oseh ma’aseh bereishit—He who
makes the work of Creation” is recited upon the appearance
of the sun on Wednesday morning.

The 365-day solar year reflects the annual revolution of
the earth around the sun. The Jewish calendar is lunisolar
rather than solar, i.e., it is a lunar calendar based upon a cycle
of twelve revolutions of the moon around the earth with cor-
rections in the form of periodic intercalated months in order
to reconcile the 354-day lunar year with the 365-day solar
year. Those corrections are designed to prevent the migra-
tion of the yamim tovim throughout the solar year so that
they may be observed in their appointed (solar) seasons.
Consequently, each occurrence of Birkat haChammah will
not be on the same day of the Jewish month. The dates of
Birkat haChammah fluctuate from late Adar to late Nisan but
because of the vagaries of the calendar the coincidence of
Birkat haChammah and erev Pesach is extremely rare. 

The occurrence of Birkat haChammah on erev Pesach
conveys a significant message. Although the celebration of
Pesach commemorates the Exodus from Egypt and Birkat
haChammah recalls Creation, the two share a singular com-
mon motif.

“Chayyav adam lirot et atzmo ke’ilu hu yatza miM-
itzrayim—a person is obligated to look upon himself as if he
exited from Egypt.” On Pesach a Jew is obligated not simply
to recall a historical event but to imagine himself an actual
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participant in that event. Rambam’s for-
mulation is “Chayyev adam leharot et
atzmo—a person is obligated to show
himself” as one who departed from
Egypt. A fantasy, to be sure. It is difficult
enough to enter into a fantasy, yet Ram-
bam requires not only that we enter
into the fantasy but that we act it out as
well. The essence of the obligation is in-
ternalization of long-ago events to the
point that they are both intellectually
and emotionally no different from per-
sonally experienced phenomena. To
what purpose? To appreciate the om-
nipotence of the Deity who made possi-
ble the miraculous events surrounding
the Exodus. For Rambam, intellectual
appreciation is insufficient; it must lead
to an emotional experience perceivable
to an onlooker. 

“You shall love the Lord, your God”
is defined by Rambam (Sefer Hamitzvot,
Mitzvot Aseh 3; Hilchot Yesodei Ha-
Torah 2:2) as demanding intellectual
awareness. “You shall love your fellow”
mandates performing, or abstaining
from, physical acts. Remembering the
Exodus on the night of the Seder is
unique among mitzvot in demanding an
emotional metamorphosis. That obliga-
tion is not triggered by a contempora-
neous, external event, but is discharged
by an awareness born of introspection.

The greatness and grandeur of God
require acknowledgement when His
handiwork is actually observed. The
sprouting of buds on fruit trees evokes
thanksgiving for that beneficence.
Catching sight of strange and exotic an-
imals occasions a blessing acknowledg-
ing the Divine power that produced a
variegated animal kingdom. Phenom-
ena such as the appearance of lightning
or meteors and sighting colossal moun-

tains or deep canyons demand acknowl-
edgment of God as “He who makes the
work of Creation.” 

The essence of Birkat haChammah
is the blessing “Oseh ma’aseh bereishit—
He who makes the work of Creation.”
The formula is identical to that of the
berachah pronounced upon visual per-
ception of a giant, an elephant, a mon-
key, lightning, a meteor, Mount Everest
or the Grand Canyon. The blessing,
when pronounced on those occasions,
is triggered solely by a sensory percep-
tion. Birkat haChammah is more than a
bit different. To be sure, the blessing
“Oseh ma’aseh bereishit” pronounced on
that occasion is also triggered by the ap-
pearance of the sun. But visual percep-
tion of the sun’s rays on the day of

Birkat haChammah is no different from
that experience on any other day. Sight-
ing an elephant is far more exciting
than coming upon a barnyard animal;
lightning is awe-inspiring in a way in
which dark clouds are not; the majesty
of God is revealed in the presence of a
massive, peaked mountain in a way that
it is not revealed in a common range of
hills. But what is it that is singular about
the sun on the day of Birkat
haChammah that requires a human re-
sponse in the form of a berachah?

It cannot be that simple visual per-
ception of the sun is the factor that oc-
casions the blessing since there is
nothing extraordinary in sunrise on the
morrow of a vernal equinox that occurs
at the beginning of a Wednesday. Noth-
ing spectacular is perceived on the oc-
casion of the return of the sun to its
original position in the heavens. Indeed,
were empirical observation its sole
means of discovery, the event would un-
questionably pass without notice.
Rather it is the occurrence of the vernal
equinox on a particular day of the week
and at a particular hour of that day that
occasions the berachah. But although
the sun can be seen with the naked eye,
the equinox cannot. The day of the
week can be ascertained by consulting a
calendar, the time of day by glancing at
a sundial or a clock and the equinox by
performing simple calculations. How-
ever, associating the appearance of the
sun at a unique position relative to
earth with a particular day of the week
and a specific hour of the day requires a
great deal of reflection. The blessing re-
cited on the occasion of Birkat
haChammah, “He who makes the work
of Creation,” is singular among berachot
in that it is occasioned by an external
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special blessing in depth. 

The Beraita: Birkat haChammah
The primary source for Birkat haChammah
is the following beraita accompanied by the

Amora Abaye’s elucidation, found in the
Gemara, Berachot 59b:

Our Rabbis taught: He who sees the sun at its
turning point, the moon in its power, the planets

in their orbits or the signs of the zodiac in their
order should say: Blessed are You who makes the
work of Creation. 

And when [does this happen]? Abaye said: Every
twenty-eight years when the cycle begins again and
the Nisan [spring] equinox falls in Saturn on the
evening of Tuesday, going into Wednesday. 



event that acquires meaning as a testi-
monial to God as Creator of the uni-
verse only when that event is reflected
upon, internalized and understood in a
profound manner. Unlike other visual
experiences that occasion a blessing,
Birkat haChammah is predicated upon
intellectual cognition.

But, objectively speaking, all of this
is a mirage. The solar calendar is not
precisely 365 days in length. The solar
year is actually 365 days, 5 hours, 48
minutes and 46 seconds in length, and
so the vernal equinox occurs earlier
and earlier each year. That problem
was essentially resolved by the modifi-
cations made with introduction of the
present Gregorian calendar.

In ordaining Birkat haChammah,
the Sages were well aware of the lack
of precision in the solar calculations
they attributed to Shmuel, one of the
Amoraim. They recognized full well
that the calculations of Rav Adda were
far more accurate and relied upon
them in their own astronomical deter-
minations. Rav Adda reckoned the
solar year as being 365 days, 5 hours,

55 minutes and 25 25/57 seconds in
length. Nevertheless, Chazal employed
the solar calendar of Shmuel for two
purposes: for recitation of tal umatar
and in introducing Birkat haChammah.  

Daily recitation of tal umatar, a
prayer for rain, begins with the advent
of the rainy season in the Land of Is-
rael. The rainy season is deemed to
commence on the sixtieth day follow-
ing the autumnal equinox. The au-
tumnal equinox is, of course, a solar
phenomenon. The equinox is estab-
lished as occurring precisely 182 1/2

days after the vernal equinox, again
based upon the premise that the solar
year is exactly 365 days in length. The
reason for adopting Shmuel’s calcula-
tions for this purpose, even though
they were known to be inexact, is
quite evident: the tal umatar prayer
must be recited by everyone. A
method was required to facilitate ful-
fillment of that obligation that would
enable any individual to determine the
proper date for commencing recita-
tion of tal umatar. Rav Adda’s far more
accurate, but far more complicated,

calculations required mathematical
acumen well beyond the capability of
the common man. 

However, Birkat haChammah is the
celebration of the anniversary of an as-
tronomical event. Given the correct
length of the solar year, or Rav Adda’s
close approximation thereof, it is clear
that in the 5,768 years that have
elapsed since Creation the vernal equi-
nox has never recurred at its original
hour. What, then, is the meaning of
Birkat haChammah recited every
twenty-eight years? Why did Chazal
decree celebration of a nonfactual cos-
mic phenomenon? 

If we focus upon the commonality
that exists between remembering the
Exodus and Birkat haChammah, the
pieces fall into place. Pesach is de-
signed to cause a Jew to reflect upon
the miracles surrounding that histori-
cal event and come to a personal
awareness of God “who brought us out
of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.”
Birkat haChammah is designed to
cause man to reflect upon observed
phenomena, to internalize those phe-
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nomena and achieve a profound aware-
ness of God as Creator of the universe.

Since Birkat haChammah is de-
signed to trigger human cognitive
processes, objective reality is almost in-
consequential. To the popular mind,
the Julian calendar—and hence the
solar year of Shmuel—was correct. For
centuries, it was, by and large, unques-
tioned both among Jews and non-Jews
because it proved to be quite suitable
for human needs. In adopting Shmuel’s
calculations for Birkat haChammah,
Chazal in no way intended to denigrate
or diminish the verities discovered by
science. Quite to the contrary, they re-
lied only upon the more accurate view
of Rav Adda for carrying out the more
esoteric task of performing the calcula-
tions necessary to assure the integrity
of the calendar.

Nevertheless, the Sages seized upon
the widespread popular presumption
regarding the length of the solar year
and used it as a tool to underscore and
to reinforce a profound theological
truth. Since Birkat haChammah is an
acknowledgment of a renewed percep-
tion of God as Creator of the universe,
the cause of that awareness is not cru-
cial. Chazal seized upon acceptance of
Shmuel’s determination of the length of
the solar year as a means of prompting
people to focus upon the wondrous na-
ture of God as the Author of Creation.

The blessing is evocative rather than re-
sponsive. It is designed to arouse man
from his lethargy, to force him to reflect
upon this cosmic phenomenon, to sum-
mon him to contemplation. 

The occurrence of Birkat
haChammah on erev Pesach is more
than a curious coincidence. Man must
not only acknowledge but personally
perceive God as both the Redeemer
who led us out of Egypt and as the Cre-
ator of the universe. On Pesach, matzah
and maror are empirical triggers de-
signed to encourage us to acknowledge
God as our personal Redeemer. The
blessing pronounced upon the visual
appearance of the sun on the day of
Birkat haChammah is designed to
prompt Jews to reflect upon the cos-
mic event that occurred on a particular
hour of that day of the week and
thereby to acknowledge God as Creator
of the universe. That intellectual
awareness should become acute in a
manner akin to sensory perception,
with the result that man will not sim-
ply accept the doctrine of creatio ex ni-
hilo in an abstract, detached manner
but experientially perceive God as the
omnipotent Creator. 

Birkat haChammah coincides with
erev Pesach only on the rarest of occa-
sions. When this does happen the ap-
propriate response should be to seize
the occasion for intellectual apprecia-

tion of the wondrous work of the
Almighty that, in turn, must lead to a
profound understanding and recogni-
tion that He alone is the God of Re-
demption and the God of Creation.

Some time prior to Birkat
haChammah on erev Pesach in the year
5685 (1925), the Ostrovtzer Rebbe re-
ported that Birkat haChammah had co-
incided with erev Pesach only twice
before in the history of the world: in
the year of the Exodus from Egypt and
in the year prior to the event commem-
orated by Purim. As noted in the forth-
coming expanded edition of my book,
Bircas HaChammah, the Ostrovtzer
seems to have been in error both with
regard to the dates and to the number
of times that this coincidence has taken
place. However, his reaction was very
much to the point.

Noting the presumed coincidence
of Birkat haChammah with deliverance
from slavery in Egypt and deliverance
from the diabolical plot of Haman, the
Ostrovtzer prayerfully anticipated that
(what he presumed to be) the third
such occurrence would be the harbin-
ger of the deliverance of Israel from its
present, and final, exile. We failed to
merit that deliverance in 5685 but it is
our fervent prayer that, should the
Messiah fail to have arrived earlier,
Birkat haChammah on erev Pesach 5769
will signal the ultimate Redemption. �

One who sees the sun on the morning following
the vernal equinox when the equinox, as reck-

oned by the Jewish calendar, occurs at 6:00 PM

(Jerusalem solar time) on Tuesday evening—an event
which occurs at intervals of twenty-eight years—
should pronounce the following blessing: 

“Baruch Atah Hashem … oseh ma’aseh bereishit,
Blessed are You, Hashem …who makes the work of Cre-
ation.”

Recitation of additional psalms and prayers is dis-
cretionary and not a matter of fixed custom. 






