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April 8, 2009

14 Nissan 5769

This curriculum was written by Rabbi David Katz and Devorah Katz

with special thanks to Mr. Gary Levine and Rabbi Alan Goldman.
February 18, 2009

24 Shevat 5769

Dear Educator,

We have been happily surprised by the amount of interest that Birkat HaChama has generated. There is something truly exciting about taking part in a religious experience once every 28 years. This curriculum is appropriate for students in elementary and middle schools, though it can easily be adapted for High School students. 

We have broken down the concept of Birkat HaChama into several different units. This curriculum looks at Birkat HaChama from a scientific, halachic and historic perspective. We have also included triggers and activities at the start and the end of the curriculum. Additionally, there is a 12-minute power point presentation that explains the science behind Birkat HaChama.

We would be interested in hearing your plans for Birkat HaChama. Our website is currently selling the Birkat HaChama t-shirt. Obviously, there is a discount for school orders. We can be found at www.birkathachamatshirt.com.

May we continue to share the joy of exciting Jewish education for years to come.

Kol Tuv.

Rabbi David and Devorah Katz

BIRKAT HACHAMA

Introduction:

There are brachot that we say everyday. There are brachot in our tefillot, brachot over food, even over experiences that we have had. There are also brachot that we say less often. Those brachot are tied into experiences that do not happen daily. 

Did you know that there is a special bracha that we say when you see fruit trees blossom each spring? That is a bracha that you can only say once each year.

Did you know that there is a special bracha that we say when we see 600,000 or more Jews gathered together in one place?

How about a bracha said when you see a beautiful person or animal? A bracha when you see a talmid chacham? What about the bracha you say when you see a shul that has been destroyed? There is even a bracha that you say when you see a friend you haven’t seen in a long time.

Challenge your students to come up with a list of different times you may say brachot. The list may include brachot over lightening or thunder or even seeing a rainbow. (note to teachers: a complete list of Brachot Hoda’ah can be found in Artscroll siddurim on page 228.)
Once every twenty-eight years, there is a bracha that we say on the sun. On April 8th of this year, erev Pesach the 14th of Nissan, Jews around the world will look up at the sun and say the bracha of “oseh ma’aseh beresheet”. How is it possible that there is a bracha that we say only once in 28 years?

The last time Jews experienced Birkat HaChama was in 1981. Imagine all that has happened since! In the past twenty-eight years, there have been 10,227 sunrises. There are 2.32 billion more people on the planet. NASA has sent off 124 shuttle missions. All of the Harry Potter books have been written, published and read by millions. We’ve been busy.

Together, we are going to try and understand the science, the Halachot and the history behind Birkat HaChama.

Background:

(*Chevruta Study: this page can be printed and used as a chevruta study for your students.)

In Sefer Beresheet, Perek א', pasukim יד'-יט' (14-19), we learn that Hashem created the sun on the fourth day. According to Jewish tradition, this was the first day of spring.

Beresheet 1:14-19

	14 And God said: 'Let there be lights in the firmament of the heaven to divide the day from the night; and let them be for signs, and for seasons, and for days and years;
	(יד) וַיֹּאמֶר אֱלֹקים יְהִי מְאֹרֹת בִּרְקִיעַ הַשָּׁמַיִם לְהַבְדִּיל בֵּין הַיּוֹם וּבֵין הַלָּיְלָה וְהָיוּ לְאֹתֹת וּלְמוֹעֲדִים וּלְיָמִים וְשָׁנִים:



	15 and let them be for lights in the firmament of the heaven to give light upon the earth.' And it was so.
	(טו) וְהָיוּ לִמְאוֹרֹת בִּרְקִיעַ הַשָּׁמַיִם לְהָאִיר עַל הָאָרֶץ וַיְהִי כֵן:



	16 And God made the two great lights: the greater light to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night; and the stars.
	(טז) וַיַּעַשׂ אֱלֹקִים אֶת שְׁנֵי הַמְּאֹרֹת הַגְּדֹלִים אֶת הַמָּאוֹר הַגָּדֹל לְמֶמְשֶׁלֶת הַיּוֹם וְאֶת הַמָּאוֹר הַקָּטֹן לְמֶמְשֶׁלֶת הַלַּיְלָה וְאֵת הַכּוֹכָבִים:



	17 And God set them in the firmament of the heaven to give light upon the earth,
	(יז) וַיִּתֵּן אֹתָם אֱלֹקִים בִּרְקִיעַ הַשָּׁמָיִם לְהָאִיר עַל הָאָרֶץ:



	18 and to rule over the day and over the night, and to divide the light from the darkness; and God saw that it was good.
	(יח) וְלִמְשֹׁל בַּיּוֹם וּבַלַּיְלָה וּלֲהַבְדִּיל בֵּין הָאוֹר וּבֵין הַחֹשֶׁךְ וַיַּרְא אֱלֹהִים כִּי טוֹב:

	19 And there was evening and there was morning, a fourth day
	(יט) וַיְהִי עֶרֶב וַיְהִי בֹקֶר יוֹם רְבִיעִי: פ



· What celestial bodies did Hashem create on the fourth day?

· It seems that light is significant for a number of different reasons. How does the sun help us keep time?
Masechet Brachot 59b

	The Rabbis taught: Anyone seeing the Sun at its turning point... should say "Blessed is He who made the Creation". And when is this? Abaya said: every 28th years when the 1st day of spring falls on a Wednesday.
	תנו רבנן: הרואה חמה ...אומר ברוך עושה בראשית. ואימת הוי? - אמר אביי: כל עשרים ושמונה שנין, והדר מחזור ונפלה תקופת ניסן בשבתאי באורתא דתלת נגהי ארבע. 




· Why did the Rabbis decide to use the bracha of “He who made creation”?
· When else is this bracha used?
The Science behind Birkat HaChama:
(This section provides the basic scientific background for Birkat HaChama. Complex concepts have been simplified. The depth of complementary or further study is up to you.)
The blessing over the sun is made when the sun and earth return to the same position they were in when Hashem created the universe. Jewish tradition dictates that the sun was created on a Wednesday, Yom Rivi’i, -- which was the first day of spring. This occurs every 28 years. Let's figure out the science behind this occurrence.

The Solar Year

Planet earth makes one complete revolution around the sun each year. That means it takes roughly 365 days for the earth to orbit the sun. In other words, from the first day of spring one year to first day of spring the following year, it takes about 365 days.
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In truth, it takes 365 and a ¼ days for the earth to orbit the sun. This means that from the first day of spring, also known as the spring (or vernal) equinox, to the following spring equinox it takes exactly 365 and ¼ days.

Let’s be honest: who really cares about the extra 6 hours each year (1/4 day)? How can that make a difference to our year? Perhaps each year we won’t see the difference. But after four years, we have an extra day (6 hours x 4 years = 24 hours = 1 day). What happens over the course of a few hundred years?  This is why we need a calendar that is adjustable, and why we have leap years every once and a while. Any calendar that wants to ensure summer months being warm and winter months being cold, needs to have leap years in order to stay on course. We know that our holidays are associated with seasons – Pesach is in the spring, Succot is in the fall etc. So the integrity of the calendar is essential to keep our seasons in line with our months. If we didn’t do this, your great-grandchildren would be celebrating Pesach in the middle of the summer. 
So why is Birkat Hachama every 28 years?
According to Jewish calendar tradition
 the world was created in the Spring. The sun, moon, planets and stars were created on a Wednesday. The sages concluded that this Wednesday was the 1st day of spring or the vernal equinox. Every year the exact moment of spring moves ahead in the week by 6 hours. So every 4 years spring springs ahead by one day (24 hours) and begins on a Thursday. This cycle continues for 28 years until the first day of spring returns to the beginning of Wednesday. When this occurs, we celebrate God's creating the world as the earth, sun and day of the week all align as they did on the week the world was created 5769 years ago!
 
Further Study:
Wasn't the world created in Tishrei? We celebrate Rosh HaShana at the start of Tishrei. How can we be discussing the spring as the start of creation? There is a debate between Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua about when the world was created. More advanced classes can study the passage to learn about when the world was created. The celebration of Rosh HaShana in Tishrei reflects Rabbi Eliezer's opinion. While Birkat HaChama reflects Rabbi Yehoshua's opinion.
 מסכת ראש השנה דף יא עמוד א -ב
תניא, 
רבי אליעזר אומר: בתשרי נברא העולם, בתשרי נולדו אבות, בתשרי מתו אבות, בפסח נולד יצחק, בראש השנה נפקדה שרה רחל וחנה, בראש השנה יצא יוסף מבית האסורין, בראש השנה בטלה עבודה מאבותינו במצרים, בניסן נגאלו, בתשרי עתידין ליגאל. 
רבי יהושע אומר: בניסן נברא העולם, בניסן נולדו אבות, בניסן מתו אבות, בפסח נולד יצחק, בראש השנה נפקדה שרה רחל וחנה, בראש השנה יצא יוסף מבית האסורין, בראש השנה בטלה עבודה מאבותינו במצרים, בניסן נגאלו, בניסן עתידין ליגאל. 
Halachot of Birkat HaChama:
· Birkat HaChama should be said as soon as the sun rises on Wednesday morning the 8th day of April. This year it falls on the 14 of Nissan, Erev Pesah.
· Customarily, the entire community gathers together for the ceremony following the concept of     ברוב עם הדרת מלך.
· The bracha recited is ברוך אתה ד' אלוקינו מלך העולם עושה מעשה בראשית
· The ceremony incorporates various passages from tanach and the siddur which praise the greatness of Hashem and His creations. Notably, we recite the piyut (prose) of א-ל אדון from the Shabbat morning service. 
· The sun must be seen in order to make the bracha. On a cloudy day, when the sun is not visible, your local rabbi will provide guidance. Some Rabbis maintain that the sun does not need to be seen to recite the bracha, you must simply be aware of the sun's position. Other Rabbis maintain that the sun must be seen in order to recite the bracha.
· One may wear glasses or contacts at the time of reciting the bracha.
I was there:

Jerusalem, 1981* 

Yitzchak Pollack from Philadelphia had never seen anything like it. One hundred and twenty thousand people gathered together at sunrise to pray at the Kotel (Western Wall). They had convened at this place in order to say the special blessing over the sun, at the exact moment the sun would appear, shining in all its glory upon Israel’s holiest site.  The year was 1981 and Yitchak was a young immigrant, newly orthodox, studying at a Yeshiva in the Old City of Jerusalem. He recalls that as the morning prayers ended the masses of people, led by all the great rabbis of Jerusalem, turned their eyes towards the heavens for this special event.  One could sense the excitement in the air. As the awesome moment approached the crowd waited with bated breath.  As the clock struck six the sun did not appear but rather remained hidden behind heavy cloud cover. Whispers gained momentum as the great rabbis debated what to do. Meanwhile, Yitchak noticed friends on a roof above the Kotel Plaza. He made his way through the crowd to join his friends up above. As time passed the gathered masses worried that the opportunity would be lost for another 28 years. Suddenly the Holy Rabbi, Rav Yosef Leib Zusman, who had led the morning prayers, began chanting the Psalms “From out of the depths we call to you…” 120,000 Jews at the Kotel, responded verse after verse in unison.   As a bit of light broke through, the rabbis declared, more Psalms.  Yitchak, high above on the roof saw it, the first rays of the sun!!!  In its full glory the sun broke through the clouds and shined high above the eastern hill of Judaism’s oldest cemetery Har Zeitim, Mount of Olives.  A great rumble was heard below, the sound of 120,000 people reciting this special blessing.  Yitchak now a veteran member of Jerusalem’s religious community, as he prepares for this year’s Birkat HaChama ceremony, remembers that special moment 28 years ago as the crowd erupted into spontaneous song and dance.

*Personal interview with Yitchak Pollack combined with version in Kol Yisrael Volume 35  by Tzvi Rosen

Boston, 1953*

It was clear as day that the stormy weather would continue all week. The Grand Rabbi of Boston, Rabbi Levi Yitchak Horowitz, decided to take action. Wednesday morning was a special morning, a once in 28 years occasion, and the Rebbe would do everything in his power to not miss the opportunity to make the special blessing.  Like a flash of lightning the Rebbi had an idea. Quickly he had his assistant contact a local travel agent to order a plane ticket. He had two requirements for his trip. One he needed to be in the sky at sunrise and two, he needed to land as close as possible to Boston, his hometown. In the dark early hours of the stormy Wednesday morning the Rebbe made his way to the airport, hoping that he would be privileged to recite the special blessing. He marveled to himself at the opportunity to fly high above to recite the blessing, something his holy ancestors did not did not even dare dream. As the plane leveled off in flight he worriedly peered out at the thick cloud cover. The Rebbe signaled to the flight attendant. He explained the significance of the moment and made a special request; would she ask the pilot,  if only for a moment, to fly above the clouds.  She responded positively but only after she attended to a number of passengers. The Rebbe decided to proceed with the special Psalms for the day. Just at that moment terrible turbulence began to toss the plane as the flight attendant grabbed a seat. The Rebbe’s Psalms now directed at two of G-d’s creations, the turbulence and the hidden sun, gained new fervor.  Suddenly a clear patch appeared in the sky and then the plane filled with the bright light of the morning sun. Without hesitation with all his might the Rebbe recited the blessing,  “Blessed are you Hashem, our G-d, King of the universe Who makes the work of creation.”  The Rebbe was privileged to bless the sun again in 1981 and G-d Wiling will make the special blessing this year in Jerusalem his permanent home.

*Paraphrased from The Bostoner Rebbe by Rabbi Hanoch Teller 

Washington, 1981.*

Early in the morning of April 8, 1981, I gathered with several hundred other people at the Jefferson Memorial in Washington DC, to watch the sun rise and to bless it in what is surely the rarest and perhaps the oddest of all Jewish ceremonies -- Birkat HaChamah, the Blessing of the Sun, that comes only once every 28 years. It commemorates, according to ancient tradition, the moment when God created the sun in the first place.
· Rabbi Arthur Waskow
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· Design your own sunglasses! Make sure to protect yourself from the sun as you say Birkat HaChama. You can order sunglasses online from www.orientaltrading.com. Have your students decorate their glasses with puff paints and glitter glue!
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· Make your own sun catchers! A sun catcher is hung up on a window and captures sunlight. In honor of this year’s special status, have your class make sun catchers to celebrate Birkat HaChama. Learn how by heading here: http://www.ehow.com/how_2103276_make-suncatcher.html. You can also order supplies to make glass painted sun catchers from http://www.ssww.com/store/product/sku=SG825/cmc=SRCH/v=c3VuY2F0Y2hlcg%3D%3D/p=1/.
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· Have your students create a time capsule to remember this day. Challenge them to contribute something that tells a bit about them or about the world during this Birkat HaChama season.

· Learn more about the power of light with a prism activity. 
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· Have your class capture the sun on the day of Birkat HaChama. Using video or digital cameras, organize a newscast or a photo exhibit of the sun on the day of Birkat HaChama. 

� Scientifically, the solar year is 365 days 5 hours, 48 minutes and 45.2 seconds. This seemingly small difference actually does have an effect on the calendar. For more information, look up the differences between the Gregorian and Julian calendar.


�  מסכת ראש השנה י"א. There is a debate about the season of the creation of the world. Our prayers reflect the world being created in the Fall (Tishrei) though our calendar looks to the Spring (Nissan).


�  We are celebrating the equinox according to שמואל, on which the early Jewish calendars were based. Over the millennia we have adjusted our calendar based on a more accurate calculation of רב אדא. Halacha still, however sets the date for ברכת החמה according to the less accurate, albeit simpler calculations of שמואל. 


This becomes even more apparent as the date of ברכת החמה, (April 8th and April 9th by 2121) moves further away from March 21 the astronomically true vernal equinox. 





