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TIME

All things on earth, be they animate or inanimate, are affected by time. However, only man
is keenly aware of time. While animals may react instinctively to a time or seasonal change, only
human beings are conscious of time's passage and actually measure time. People constantly mark the
passage of time with celebrations, whether it be a New Year's eve party, an anniversary or a
birthday. Calendars measuring days and years or clocks calibrated to be accurate to the millisecond
help guide man's daily and non-daily activities. The hourly chimes on watches, the date needed on
every check or the pressure to be on time for an appointment all attest to man's acute awareness of
the concept of time. In addition, man is the only creature in which time can be a subjective concept.
While time can seem to pass by very quickly during an interesting or intense activity, the same
interval can seem painfully slow if the activity is boring.

Yet, as much as man is uniquely aware of time in comparison to other creatures, the concept
of time for the Jew takes on added significance. The Jew's sensitivity to time is much greater than
that of all other people. Time in Judaism serves a specific and unique religious function.

THE HOLINESS OF TIME IN JUDAISM

The very first mention of the concept of holiness in the Torah is related to the concept of
time, the Shabbat.* Thus, very early in the Torah, Judaism establishes and demonstrates that holiness
in time is very significant in Judaism, and is holier than another concept, the holiness of place. Most
other religions do have a concept of holiness of place, as does Judaism, which designates many
physical areas as holy,%including the land of Israel, the city of Jerusalem and the area of the Holy
Temple. And yet, time is holier than all of these. That is why the holiest Jewish place, the Temple or
Tabernacle, could not be constructed on the Sabbath,® based on the juxtaposition of Shabbat laws in
the middle of laws about the Tabernacle's construction and its mention again later on,* as well as
their connection in a reference to both types of holiness in one verse.’> This demonstrates the
superiority of holy time to holy place in Judaism.

Why is this so? What makes holiness of time a "higher" holiness than holiness of space?
Holiness of place is limited to a specific area. Once a person leaves that holy area, it longer engulfs
the person. The holiness of time, like the Shabbat and Festivals, is all around an individual, and he or
she cannot escape it. Thus, holiness of time totally envelops an individual. In additional, holiness of
time is a more spiritual concept than holiness of place. Time is less tangible than place and cannot be
seen (only the effects of time can be seen). Therefore, time is closer to the unseen spirituality of God
than a physical hallowed site. There is a further advantage of holy time for the Jew. While different
places separate Jews all over the earth, the holiness of time, such as on Shabbat, unites and unifies
the entire Jewish people on the planet, as all Jews, though unseen, are able to celebrate Shabbat
together (for most of the day), despite all other separations.

Even within the holiest Jewish place, the Temple, the items called holy were, by definition,
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all affected by the concept of time. Thus, each sacrifice was given a specific time limit (such as two
days and one night), after which it would no longer be holy. The holy Show Bread had to be
changed at precisely the same time on Friday, exactly one week after it was placed in the Temple.
The holy gifts of grain, such as the Maaser Sheni, the Second Tithe, had a time limit in which the
grain had to be brought to Jerusalem and eaten. Therefore, even the holiness of place was affected
and enhanced by the holiness of time.

IMPORTANCE OF TIME TO THE JEW

The very first commandment given to the Jewish people as a nation related to time. It was
the Jews, not God, who were commanded to declare the New Moon each month, through the High
Court, thereby setting up the Jewish calendar and designating the specific day of all the holidays
each year.® There are six events which Jews are commanded to remember daily, each based on a
specific Torah verse: remembering the Exodus from Egypt,” remembering the receiving of the Torah
at Mount Sinai,® remembering the vicious attack of Amalek upon the Jewish people,” remembering
the sin of the Golden Calf,'® remembering Miriam and her greatness,* and remembering the
Shabbat."

More than these six daily remembrances, the entire Jewish week is a function of time vis a
vis the Shabbat. Instead of specific names of the days of the week such as Monday, Tuesday, etc.,
the names in the Jewish calendar are, beginning with Sunday, the First Day, Second Day, etc. This is
really an abbreviation of the First Day towards Shabbat, the Second Day towards Shabbat, etc.
which is recited in its full expression in the specific Psalms which the Levites said in the Holy
Temple on the different days of the week.™ In fact, the week is divided by Jewish law in relation to
the Sabbath. The Talmud** states that Sunday, Monday and Tuesday are days tied to the previous
Shabbat, while Wednesday, Thursday and Friday are days tied to the upcoming Shabbat. It is for this
reason that one may say the Havdala service for the previous Shabbat until Wednesday.* Thus, the
first three days of the week still officially belongs to the last week while the days beginning with
Wednesday officially belong to the coming Shabbat.

Human beings generally remember events of the past, recalling the highlights accompanied
by good or bad feelings. To the Jew, however, remembering is not enough. In remembering, the Jew
must actually re-experience an event. Thus, Jews recite on Passover evening® that in each
generation each Jew must see himself as if he or she personally went out of Egypt. Specifically,

® Sefer Hachinuch, Mitzvah #4

" Deuteronomy 16:3

® Deuteronomy 4:9-10
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regarding the slavery in Egypt, this particular experience must not only be remembered, but it must
affect the Jewish personality in many of his or her activities. Thus, remembering the Egyptian
experience is tied to Jewish behavior with a stranger in the community’’ (see chapter on Prejudice
by Jews) as well as the manner in which the Jew should experience the Shabbat.*® It may be said
that this concept of re-experiencing Egypt should be extended to all experiences in Jewish history.
Thus, remembering for the Jew must impact on his or her psyche and character, concretely affecting
Jewish actions. Jewish sensitivity for all time is affected by remembering the Egyptian experience
and other experiences in Jewish history that might have a similar impact.

JEWISH PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE

Judaism is the only religion and nation that begins and ends its holy volumes and history
book with the beginning and end of time. The very first word in the Torah is Beraishit, "In the
Beginning," a concept of time. Most nations begin their history books with the birth of their nation
or the ascension of the first leader of that nation. Jews begin their book and their history, the Torah,
with the very beginning of time itself, in order to make the Jews themselves and the other nations
aware from where and how Judaism eventually emerged.*® The conclusion of their book, the final
verses of the Bible,” speak about the end of time, the Messianic times, when Elijah will usher in a
utopian era of peace. Thus, the Jewish Bible begins with the beginning of time and ends with end of
time, spanning the gamut of human existence. The present, therefore, is meant to bridge the past
with the ideas of how to attain the ultimate future at the end of time. Thus, the Jew is keenly aware
of where he came from and where he is going. The Torah and its commandments tell the Jew how to
get there.

This idea is also demonstrated from the classical Hebrew language. There is no real present
tense in classic Hebrew. Later in history, when it became necessary, grammarians took the noun and
converted it into present tense. Thus, originally the Hebrew words such as Shomer, Shomeret meant
only a male and female watchman. Since there was no present tense, these same words were later
(and today) also used for the terms "He is watching™ and "She is watching."” Why was this so -- a
language without a present tense? It is because there really is no present tense in and of itself in
Judaism, as all actions are tied both to the past and to the future, unable to stand independently in the
present. Consequently, the language itself attests to the uniqueness of Judaism and time, tying all
present actions both to the past and the future.

Judaism is also the only religion that makes a specific blessing on the concept of time, the
She-hechiyanu, which is recited on any momentous occasion and thanks God for letting the person
live to experience this particular event in time. In the prayers,?* Jews also bless God for sanctifying
the people of Israel and sanctifying time.

" Exodus 22:20, Exodus 23:9, Leviticus 19:34 Deuteronomy 10:19

'8 Deuteronomy 5:15

19 See Rashi commentary on Genesis 1:1 which asks this very question, and see commentaries on Rashi's answer
for a full understanding of this concept

% Malachi 3:23-24

21 Musaf Festival Service Silent Prayer



Time

A SENSE OF TIME INDICATES FREEDOM

According to Rabbi Soloveitchik,? the reason that a slave cannot testify in a Jewish court®
is that a slave has no real sense of time, an essential element of testimony. Since each day for the
slave is precisely the same and there is little hope for the future, hope and anticipation, time is not
dynamic and special for this person. A free individual is uniquely conscious of the concept of time.
That is why, in transforming the Jewish people from a slave mentality in Egypt into a fee nation,
God had to make the Jews keenly aware of time in the commandments He gave them prior to
leaving Egypt. The first Mitzvah given to the people in Egypt, as noted above, was the setting up the
Jewish calendar.?* The lamb taken for the Paschal sacrifice had to be selected on a specific day, the
tenth of the month of Nisan,® sensitizing the Jews that specific time. The people were also
commanded to sacrifice it at a specific time during the day, in the afternoon.”® Even the actual eating
of the sacrifice was related to time, as God commanded the people to eat the Paschal lamb in a state
of haste and in readiness -- loins girded, shoes on the feet and staff in hand.?” Only a free person
could have this sense of anticipation to leave, expectation related to time. Finally, the Jew had to be
sensitive to complete the eating before morning.?® Thus, the entire preparation and eating of the
Paschal sacrifice sensitized the Jewish people to time and helped them attain a sense of freedom.

This sense of freedom and sensitivity to time extends beyond the Passover experience. There
is a concept of urgency and of "rushing™ to perform commandments. Judaism lauds the person who
gets up especially early to do a Mitzvah as soon as possible,?® based on the Torah verse® describing
Abraham, who arose especially early to fulfill God's word in readiness to sacrifice his son Isaac.
Therefore, it is customary to try to do a time-bound Mitzvah as early as possible, such as performing
a Brit Milah (ritual circumcision) as early as possible in the morning of the eighth day of a baby
boy's life.3! In addition, the failure to do a Mitzvah at its earliest time is also looked down upon in
Judaism, as it says** that a Jew who has the opportunity to do a Mitzvah should not let it go by and
"turn Matzah into Chametz," i.e. a Mitzvah into a sin. Therefore, a Jew is constantly demonstrating
his or her freedom in the way he or she performs commandments on a daily basis.

EVENTS ARETIED TO TIME

Judaism believes that the day itself, the time, sets the mood for the events that will take place
on that particular day.>® A day of merit in Jewish history becomes a time for propitious events, just
as a day designated for misfortune will, in itself, help initiate events that occur on the particular day

22 Reflections of the Rav, ed. Abraham Besdin (Jerusalem, World Zionist Organization, 1979), pp. 198-199
28 Maimonides, Hilchot Edut 9:7

4 Exodus 12:2

% Exodus 12"3

% Exodus 12:6

2" Exodus 12:11

8 Exodus 12:10

# Rosh Hashana 32b

% Genesis 22:3

3! Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 262:1
%2 pesachim 68b

* Taanit 29a
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to cause misery to the Jewish people. The best example of the latter in the Ninth Day of Av. In the
desert, this was the day (night) in which the Jews despaired and cried (for no reason) after the spies
returned and told the people not to enter the land of Canaan. Since the Jews sinned on this particular
day, this specific day was designated as a future day of tragedy for the Jewish people.®* The list of
tragic Jewish events that occurred on this day is quite long. Both Holy Temples were destroyed on
this day, tens of thousands of Jews were Killed in Betar as the Bar Kochba rebellion was crushed on
this day, Turnus Rufus plowed the area of the Temple on this day as well.*> Much later in Jewish
history, World War | began on Tisha B'av (the Ninth of Av), a war in which more Jews died on both
sides than all the Jews who died in all of the Israeli wars of the past fifty years. Thus, this day Tisha
B'av in and of itself was a day of Jewish tragedy for Jews. In a similar manner, the seventeenth day
of Tammuz was a day that marked specific disasters in Jewish history, beginning with the sin of the
Golden calf. Among the other misfortunes befalling with Jewish people on this day were the
cessation of the daily Temple sacrifice, the breaching of the walls of Jerusalem by the enemy and the
erection of an idol in the Temple.*® On a more positive note, there are days in the year that are
propitious for the Jewish people. Because on the tenth of Nisan, Moses brought down the second set
of Tablets and attained atonement on behalf of the Jewish people for the sin of the Golden Calf,*
this day, Yom Kippur, became a special day of atonement for Jews forever, and the day itself is
instrumental in obtaining the atonement.®

It is not only that certain days are propitious for certain events, but also certain seasons
portend certain auspicious occurrences while other seasons are indicators of more calamitous
incidents. For example, the ten-day period at the beginning of Tishrei is a more favorable for
repentance than during the rest of the year.>® During the Hebrew month of Adar, it is propitious for
Jews to have business dealings with non-Jews.*® On the other hand, the ten-day period at the
beginning of the month of Av is not advantageous for Jews to have court cases or do business with
non-Jews.*! Similarly, the Talmud records that just as the month of Nisan was the season of the first
redemption from Egypt. It will also be the season of the final redemption.

JEWISH SUPER-SENSITIVITY TO TIME

Jewish law almost "forces" the observant Jew to develop a very keen awareness of time. For
example, on Passover a Jew is commanded to eat Matzah (on the first evening) and may not have
any amount of Chametz (leaven) in one's house for the entire week-long holiday.** However, the
Talmud informs us that only those ingredients that can potentially become Chametz may be used to
fulfill the obligation for Matzah, i.e. the five specific grains mentioned and water.* What, then, is

% Taanit 29a

% Maimonides, Hilchot Taanit 5:3

% Maimonides, Hilchot Taanit 5:2

%" See Rashi commentary on Exodus 34:29
% Maimonides, Hilchot Teshuva 2:7

¥ Maimonides, Hilchot Teshuva 2:6

0 Taanit 29a

* Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 551:1-2
*2 Exodus 12:15,19-20

*3 Pesachim 35a



Time

the difference between these two baked products, one forbidden on Passover and the other
obligatory? Only a moment in time. If the water combines with the grains for less than eighteen
minutes, it is Matzah and must be eaten. Water and grain for more than eighteen minutes is Chametz
and forbidden in the Passover home. Thus the Jew has to be supersensitive to this differential of
seconds, which separates between what is forbidden and what is obligatory. This minute difference
is symbolized in the letters of both Chametz and Matzah. The only difference in the letters of these
two words is that one has a Heh while the other has a Chet, and the difference between these two
particular letters is a minute pen stroke. In a similar manner, there is a positive Rabbinic Mitzvah to
light candles before Shabbat that will burn on Shabbat.** On the other hand, lighting a fire on
Shabbat itself is absolutely forbidden.”> Thus, lighting a fire one minute before nightfall is a
Mitzvah. One minute later, lighting that same fire is a sin. Thus, the sensitivity to time is needed by
the Jew to know that small difference between day and night, between Mitzvah and sin.

The special sensitivity of time to all of life's activities is highlighted by Ecclesiastes,*® when
he says that everything has a proper time. Thus, there is proper time for birth, for death, for crying,
for laughing, for peace, for war, etc. Consequently, all these activities are a function of sensitivity to
time. As Ecclesiastes himself later writes,*’ everything is good if it is in its proper time. Thus, a
proper action done at the wrong time makes it into an improper Jewish action. So, for example, the
Jew who drinks wine on Thursday night, rather than Friday night, may even be doing an act of
desecration rather than an act of holiness, which is the Friday night Kiddush (see chapter on
Holiness for a more in depth discussion about this). This concept is clearly demonstrated in the
Torah story of the group of Jews who acted following the story of the spies. After the people cried
and refused to go into the land of Canaan, God punished the nation by declaring that the entire adult
population will die out in the desert during the forty-year period.*® On the very next day, a group of
repentant Jews wanted to indeed go into the land and atone for their sins, but were warned by Moses
not to go. The moment to speak out and act for the land of Israel had passed, and they would be
killed. They ignored Moses and tried to go into the land, only to be slaughtered by the Amalekites
and Canaanites.”® Had these same Jews spoken and acted in a similar manner one day earlier, they
might have saved their generation and the people might have indeed entered the land of Canaan
when they were supposed to, as originally planned. But with the wrong timing, one day later, these
people died.

Jewish sensitivity to time also gives the Jew the ability to drastically change spiritual moods
very quickly as well. The mood on the day before Purim, the Fast of Esther, is one of seriousness
and repentance. As soon as nightfall arrives, the mood on Purim immediately changes to one of joy,
rejoicing and “partying.” Similarly, on the day before Yom Kippur, one is commanded to eat,*® and

* Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 263:2

*® Exodus 35:3, codified in Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 261:1
*® Ecclesiastes 3:1

" Ecclesiastes 3:11

*8 Numbers 14:29-35

* Numbers 14:40-45

% Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 604:1-2
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the atmosphere is one of a Festival, as certain sad prayers may not be recited. As soon as Yom
Kippur commences, however, the mood changes to one of utmost seriousness, repentance and self-
denial. In the modern state of Israel, Israelis have also learned to go from the somber mood of Yom
Hazikaron, the day of remembrance for all fallen soldiers on the fourth of lyar, to be immediately
followed by the wild ecstasy and joyousness of celebration of freedom on Yom Ha-atzmaut,
Independence Day, on the fifth of lyar.

It is man's nature to forget events and the feelings that they bring as time elapses. Sometimes
this is a true gift and mandated by God, as in the case of mourning, when a Jew is not permitted to
grieve too long.>* However, in other areas, the Jew must learn to fight this natural inclination to
forget and remember events in history as if they happened today, and develop, through observance ,a
special sensitivity to all aspects of time.

%1 Maimonides, Hilchot Avel 13:11
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