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"THIS M)NTH ~ AND EV2RY M3NTH" 

I t i s appropriate on Parshat Ha-Chodesh to r eca l l that the Jewish calendar 

i s based upon the lunar year. By t h i s we mean, tha t each month begins with 

the b i r t h of the new moon; rosh chodesh, "tiie f i r s t day of the new month, 

comma nee s with the appearance of the f i r s t s l ive r of the new moon. No wonder 

that the Hebrew word for month i s chodesh, which derives from the Hebrew chadash, 

which means "new*" 

Because the length of the revolution of the moon around the ear th i s not a 

fu l l number of days, an in teger , but a f ract ion - a l i t t l e over 29j days -

therefore the length of each individual month v a r i e s ; sometimes the month i s 

t h i r t y days (called malei, or f u l l ) or twenty-nine days (called chaser, or 

incomplete.) Today if we want to know on what day rosh chodssh f a l l s , whether 

the month i s malei ( th i r ty days) or chaser (twenty-nine days) , our task i s very 

simple: we JJJU^|L refer to the Jewish calendar which i s based upon very precise 

astronomic calcula t ions . When we sanctify the new month in t h i s manner, t h i s 

i s ca l led kiddush al yedei cheshbon - sanct i f ica t ion based upon calculation* I t 

i s sc i en t i f i ca l ly precise and contains no e r r o r s or doubts whatsoever. 

But the or iginal method for sanctifying the new month, the one pract iced in the 

days of the ihle and during the tims of the Temple, was not cfammmttsm by 

calculat ion but rather kiddush a l yedei r e ^ y a h - sanct i f icat ion by observation* 

There was i*> elaborate r i t u a l prescribed and followed for the sanct i f ica t ion of 

the new month by visual observation, ^ o valid witnesses had to observe the 

b i r th of a new moon. They had to t e s t i f y before a competent court of three 

expert judges who examined the witnesses carefully and, if -they were s a t i s f i ed 

with the veraci ty of the two people, would join in a r i s ing declarat ion that 
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the month was mekudash5 sanct i f ied . Then messengers would bring the news 

to the outlying areas , informing them of the length of the past month and 

what day must be observed as rosh chodesh. 

Some people have mis takingly assumed that in ancient days kiddush a l yedei re f iyah 

was pract iced because our ancestors were ignorant of the in t r i ca t e cheshbon or 

precise calculat ions upon which a correct calendar must be based. The implication 

i s , that if our ancestors had known the proper cheshbon9 they could have dispensed 

with what seems, in re t rospect , to have been a crude method of arranging the 

calendar: r e ' i yah , visual observation. 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, in a b r i l l i a n t passage, po in ts out tha t t h i s notion 

i s u t t e r l y absurd. I t i s obvious that our ancestors always knew the correct 

calculat ion of a Jewish calendar. After a l l , in Palest ine during the rainy season 

i t bapoended often that i t was cloudy for several weeks on end. Does t h i s mean 

that the month l a s ted for seven or e ight weeks? Furthermore, the Sanhedrin would 

always be prepared to s i t in session and await the a r r iva l of wi tnesses . How 

did they know when to ant ic ipate t h i s event? Even be t t e r proof i s the famous 

passage in the Bible, when David speaks to Jonathan and aays, "behold machar 

chodesh - tomorrow i s the beginning of a new month•" How did he know that the 

day^ following would be rosh chodesh3 unless the calcula t ions were widely known 

a t t h a t time? 

But if we did know the calendar, then we ought to ask: why was i t necessary t o 

resor t to kiddush al yedei reT i | tah if the techniques of kiddush a l yedei cheshbon 

were readily available? Why the uncer ta in t ies of visual observation, when you 

have accessible the Q ^ H M | | B P # precise mathematical calculat ions? 

o 
And the answer t h a t Hirsch offers reveals the pr,£undity and the humaneness of 

the Jewish t r a d i t i o n . I t i s , that kiddush a l yedei cheshbon i s a purely mechanical 

aafc, and Judaism discouraged the mechanical and the impersonal, except as a l as* t 



resor t - such as the destruct ion of the Temple and Sanhedrin, and hence the 

impossibil i ty of kiddush a l yedei r e f i y a h . Sanctifioation through reT iyah r a i s e s 

the whols calendar, a l l the holidays and a l l of Jewish l i f e , from a purely 

mathematical, mechanical, natural fact t o a deeply human encounter, an intensely 

personal process of the visual observations of nature , of the growing moon, of 

reporting that event to human judges, and the i r declarat ions on behalf of a 

human community as t o how and when Time i s to be sanct i f ied . Thus, Judaism raised 

the whole year and a l l i t s observe nee s and sacred events from the realm of the 

impersonal to that of the personal, from mute nature to a human-social ac t* By-

ins i s t ing upon kiddush a l yedei r e f i yah , although the processes of cheshbon were 

very wel l known, the Torah taught us t h a t the month, the year, a l l of l i f e are 

not predetermined natural f ac t s dependent only upon the conjunction of moon and 

sun, but t h a t they are to be declared mekudash by man, by f lesh and blood. 

Human ef for t can decide and declare whether a month i s malei or chaser, and when 

rosh chodesh i s to be celebrated0 

So that when kiddush a 1 yedei r e ' iyah was abandoned because of the destruction 

of the fJ-'emple and the Sanhedrin, i t was regarded as a national tragedy. For 

the role of man was reduced, and new dehumanization and depersonalization p r e -
IfS 

va i l ed . 

When therefore we read t h i s morning of parshat ha-chodesh about the sanct i f ioat ion 
f 

of the new moon throu^i the process of r e 1 iyah, we rea^irm our allegience to the 

idea t h a t observation must take preced»*» over ca lcula t ion, man over machine, 

s p i r i t over science, and humanity over nature; t h a t each of us , rather than 

yield the in tegr i ty of h i s personal i ty to an I.B.M. world, reaffirm ! ,I w i l l be 

a man in the world,11 I w i l l a s s e r t the tzellem Elohim, the image of G-d in which 

I was created. We declare our consent to the in te rpre ta t ion of the Rabbis who, 

expanding on the b ib l i ca l verse ha-chodesh ha-zeh lakhem ( th i s month i s unto you), 

declared: me surah be'yedkhem - i t i s put into your hands. 



Today, one of the inherent e v i l s of our c i v i l i z a t i o n i s i t s bland impersonal i t y . 

We have come to view employers or employees, competitors or colleagues, our 

husbands or our wives - even our very selves - not as pulsa t ing , ineffably precious 

human beings, but as objects , th ings , devoid of uniqueness. In the words of 

a modern philosopher, we have come to view each other and ourselves as an # i t " 

not a "thou,11 As a r e s u l t - we ha.va come to believe that man as such is expendable. 

One of the supposedly remarkable r e s u l t s of the recent o rb i t a l f l i g h t of 

Col, Glenn was the fact t h a t a human astronaut i s s t i l l necessary, that be t t e r 

r e su l t s are obtained with a man at the controls than with a complicated computer 

in the p i l o t s ea t , *t occasioned great su rpr i se , We were amazed to learn that 

man i s not yet completely obsolescent J How surprising - man i s rea l ly not 

superfluous! Automation i s another example Respite the fact that i t i s a symbol 

of great s c i en t i f i c progress and even holds forth the promise of great economic 

opportuni t ies , i t i s another move in the di rect ion of the ecl ipse of human 

beings, of re ! iyah giving way to cheshbon. Or take the recent report that some 

engineers tank designed a computer which can compose or ig inal music. Maybe some 

people were t h r i l l e d by t h i s news, 1 f e l t that we human beings had thereby 

pushed ourselves down another rung into oblivion as a resu l t of t h i s displacement 

of a beaut i fu l , creative human act by a mechanical procesiof a giant computer© 

We hare not yet learned to r e ta in the magic and the charm of personal i ty in an 

increasingly mechanized world. No wonder that so many of us moderns in the 

great c i tdes of our country suffer from psychiatr ic i l l n e s s , I have no doubt 

that t h i s factor of imper sonalilgr i s a strong contributing factor to the 

dis t ress ing s t a t i s t i c s we recently read of, in which i t was revealed tha t S0% 

of the population of our ci ty i s psychologically unhealthy. 
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Indeed, individual men have become expendable. We have become hardened to 

the death of individuals by the atrocious figure of eighteen-million victims 

in World War II. So we now talk and write about the possibilities of World 

War III, the Nuclear War, and have coined such words as "overkill" in which 

we indifferently estimate the murder, by nuclear blasts, of millions of people. 

Social philosophers of our day have pointed to a gruesome phenomenon: a good-* 

hearted citizen walking in the street will notice another man, a stranger, 

suddenly clutch at his heart and fall to the ground. Once upon a time, the 

onlooker1s reaction would have been immediate and spontaneous: run over and 

help. Today - how dreadful to have to say it J - all too often our good-

hearted citizen will ignore his fellow man, and merely walk away, ^e will ask 

himself: why get involved? why make trouble for myself? And then he will 

rationalize: the man was probably drunk anyway. 

We have not only failed to observe the raoon$ we have failed to look into the 

hearts of our fellow men. We have closed our eyes not only to nature but also 

to humanity. Our lives have become dominated by impersonalities. We have 

immersed oursel-ves in all kinds of intricate cheshbon - except, of course, 

cheshbon ha-nefesh... 

We should be happy, therefore, to witness the public expression of revulsion 

and disgust that swept across our nation this week against the whole system 

of institutionalized barbarism and official savagery called "prize fighting." 

If our society will have enough courage to outlaw this legalized manslaughter 

instead of just appointing another investigating commission, it will proove 

that we have left within us at least some residual kiddush al yedei re'iyah, 

that all is not a matter of the cheshbon of dollars and cents. 



I believe that t h i s idea may be the explanation of an unusual story recorded 

in the Talmud (Shabbat lU6b). I t i s t o l d by R. Elazar b . Arakh, one of the 

greatest teachers of Judaism of a l l generations, tha t a t one point in h i s 

l i f e be decided to leave the great Academy at Yavneh and make his way to two 

communities which were very well known in those days, and for many centur ies before, 

for t h e i r yayipt yashan, t he i r exquisi te old wines, and makom yafeh u-mayim natjm -» 

beautiful spots with abundant lakes and wells of sparkling water. I t was these 

two r e s o r t a reas , the Talmud t e l l s us paren the t ica l ly , t h a t had led as t ray the ten 

l o s t t r i b e s of I s r a e l in the days of old. Th» Rabbi se t t l ed there , and before 

long he began to follow the new sty2B of l i f e completely. And soon - he forgot 

a l l h is l earn ing . One day he returned by chance to a Jewish community, and was 

honored with the reading of the Tor ah on the Sabbath. I t was a Sabbath on which 

was read the special por t ion we have read t h i s morning. And when R. Elazar b . Arakh 

ascended the pulp i t and opened the Torah, he saw the words ha-chodesh ha-zeh lakhem 

( th i s month i s unto youp % t he was no longer able t o read simple Hebrew without 

atrocious e r r o r s . And so in each word he mistook one l e t t e r for another l e t t e r which 

looked much l ike i t . And instead of ba~chodesh ha-zeh lakhem, he read ha-cheresh 

hayah l ib am - which means " the i r heart was mute!" 

What a remarkable storyj This man was the greatest student of R. Yochanan b . Zakkai, 

the one who kept Judaism alive a t the most c r i t i c a l juncture in a l l of Jewish 

h i s to ry . Does i t mean tha t R. Elazar b . Arakh simply abandoned a l l h is Jewishness? 

Of course no t . I have no doubt that even while disport ing himself in those pleasure 

spots of ancient Judea he sent h is annual check to the Academy a t Yavneh, h i s old 

Alma Mater. But he did not study by himself .• . I have no doubt tha t he provided 

for poor Galileans and contributed to the hospi ta ls of "udea - but probably saids 

"Gentlemen, I w i l l give you a l l the money you want - but don ft get me involved in 

meetings." R. Elazar b . Arakh «as s t i l l a good Jew - but he t r i e d to be Jewish 
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vicar iously , without personal involvement. He attempted the process of 

sanctifying h is l i f e Jewishly only through the impersonal method of cheshbon, 

not through the inner commitment of r e ! i y a h . He somehow imagined that those who 

can afford to move t o such pleasure spots , can afford to buy the i r r e l i g i o n ! 

He probably conjectured that when you has* reached a cer ta in s ta tus you were 

exempt from -the actual personal pract ice of Torah and MItzvot. He though t h a t 

sympathy and support are suff ic ient subs t i tu tes for actual pract ice and pa r t i c ipa t ion , 

that good cheshbon for charity deductions can take the place of r e ' i y a h - r e a l i t y . And 

so t h i s great teacher — the one who outweighed a l l the other students of 

R. Yochanan b . Zakkai, the one who responded to his r a bb i ' s request for the major 

element of a good l i f e by proclaiming the paramount importance of "the good heart" —* 

now could no longer read the words ha-chodesh ha-zeh lakhem, which represent the 

Torahfs injunction to l i ve l i fe wholly and personally, and instead read: ha-cheresh 

hayah libam, the heart i s mute, the s p i r i t is dumb, the soul i s silenced and in -
in 

sens i t ive , •'•he man who believed in the good heart - h i s very heart was now str icken 
r 

dumb. 

And so he learned that i t i s not enough t o have external ges tures , you need i n ­

te rna l involvements* Religion, Torah, Judaism are ei ther t ru ly personal , or 

ult imately meaningless. Organizational work i s blessed - provided i t accompanies 

a profound personal commitment. Otherwise, the "Organization Man" in Jewish l i f e 

cannot survive to the next generation. Only those whose communal work i s based 

upon personal pa r t i c ipa t ion in the cause which they espouse, only those who have 

subjective commitment, and are not mere absentee landlords , can expect that the i r 

work and i t s value be abiding. 

Hew can we, in our l ives .assuie tha t we w i l l have kiddush al yedei re *iyah rather 

than kiddush al yedei cheshbon? ^oW can we implement ha-chodesh ha-zeh lakhem 
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so as t o avoid ha~cheresh hayah libam? 

We can make sure tha t our children wi l l pa r t i c ipa te in the preparation of 

Passover aWmw, in the burning of the Chametz, in the cleaning of the home, 

and the preparing of the Seder p l a t e s . 

When i t cones to cha r i ty , we must live not only through the cheshbon of the 

chekbook and i t s impersonality, but the reT iyah of involvement in groups dedicated 

to personal assistance to those l e s s for tunate , and to d i rec t contact with the 

benef ic iar ies of our generosity. 

Torah education must mean for us not only the support of other scholars , as 

great and important as that i s , but also the advancement of our own Jewish 

learning, a t whatever l eve l we a re , by par t i c ipa t ion in classes and lec tures of aJlS^ 

kinds* 

With regard t o the State of I s r ae l i t means t h a t in addition to our own f inancial 

ass i s tance , we must v i s i t the land, we must see to i t tha t our children spend 

a t l e a s t a year there and study, if they w i l l not s e t t l e t h e r e . 

No wonder that we welcome the month of Nisan, the month of l i be r a t i on , with the 

admonition ha-chodesh ha-geh lakhem. The Jewish emphasis on personal i ty , i t s 

abhorrence of the mechanical and the dehumanized, i s decisive in the preparation 

for the celebrat ion of freedom. For man i s free only when he can be himself, 

only when man can reach iAto the deepest recesses of his own uniqueness, h is own 

selfhood, and thus establish permanent bonds with other free beings created in 

the image of G-d. For there i s no a l te rna t ive to th i s save that of the pe t r i f i ed 

spiri3b,the silenced self , the insensate souls ha-cheresh hayah libam. 

This month - as every month - the Torah challenges us s t h i s month i s unto you. 

This i s your month. Make i t your own by opening your eyes and sanctifying nature; 

by opening your heart - sanctifying l i fe i t s e l f . 


