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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN 
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

36 - SOLSTICE SURPRISES: CHRISTMAS, 9 TEVET & NITTEL NACHT
OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2016

A] THE WINTER SOLSTICE - PAGAN ROOTS

The winter solstice in 2016 is TODAY - December 21.  What relevance does this still have to us today?
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1. Kalends was the Roman name for new New Moon - hence the English word calendar.   Interestingly the Roman Saturnalia and Kalends festivals were accompanied by drinking,
buffoonery, sexual licence and cross-dressing, singing naked in the streets, giving gifts and the general relaxing of legal rules! 

2. Some texts of the Mishna write this as ���C�L�O�S�[�H�K�T - Saturnalia, which was the name of the Roman solstice festival which was held during the days leading up to the solstice and
culminating in the ‘Birthday of the Unconquerable Sun’ on December 23.  Tiferet Yisrael suggest that the name was changed purposely in some texts to ‘Saturna’  (�C�[�H�S���[�K�T - the
light is on the side) in order not to mention the name of a pagan god - Saturn.

3. The 4 Tekufot of the Jewish year mark the quarters of the solar year - each 91 days and 7.5 hours apart and equate to the Winter Solstice (Tekufat Tevet), Vernal Equinox (Tekufat
Nissan), Summer Solstice (Tekufat Tammuz) and Autumnal Equinox (Tekufat Tishrei). 

4. See Rambam Hil. Avoda Zara 1:1 for an account of how most idolatry began in this way.
5. The Romans produced a vast literature including Virgil, Horace, Ovid, Juvenal, Pliny and many others! 

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit �Z�Z�Z���U�D�E�E�L�P�D�Q�Q�L�Q�J���F�R�P
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B] 9 TEVET - AN ENIGMATIC FAST6
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6. Much of the material in this section is based on a shiur by R. Shnayer Leiman - �-�H�Z�L�V�K���3�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H�V���R�Q���(�D�U�O�\���&�K�U�L�V�W�L�D�Q�L�W�\�������1�L�W�W�H�O�����W�K�H���1�L�Q�W�K���R�I���7�H�Y�H�V���D�Q�G���3�R�S�H���6�L�P�R�Q���3�H�W�H�U, available
at http://www.yutorah.org/sidebar/lecture.cfm/715371/dr-shnayer-leiman/jewish-perspectives-on-early-christianity-nittel-the-ninth-of-teves-and-pope-simon-peter/. See also
�7�K�H���6�F�U�R�O�O���R�I���)�D�V�W�V���7�K�H���1�L�Q�W�K���R�I���7�H�E�H�W�K����Sid Z Leiman, The Jewish Quarterly Review LXXIV, No. 2(Oct 1983) pp174-195.

7. Not to be confused with the older Aramaic Megilat Ta’anit which dates from the Second Temple period and which lists holidays on which it was forbidden to fast.  The later list
quoted by the Behag is often referred to as Megilat Ta’anit Batra.  

8. The text here is quoted from the Behag in the 8C, but R. Leiman claims that it is likely to reflect the custom in Eretz Yisrael as early as the 6C, although it is not mentioned in the
Talmud Bavli, Yerushalmi or Midrashim.

9. In the time of the Rishonim this fast on 9 Tevet was observed and it was noted that the reason was not known - see n.14 of R. Leiman’s article ob cit.
10. Ra’avad I (R. Avraham ibn Daud, Spain c.1110 - c.1180).  Not to be confused with the famous commentator on the Mishne Torah, Ra’avad III (Provence, 1125-1198)
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• Nothing in this answer explains (a) why the date is not mentioned in the verse; (b) why no fast is mentioned; or (c) why the fast was
kept secret.
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This has been accepted by many as the best explanation of the mystery of the fast of 9 Tevet, but many questions still remain:

• Did the Behag (or whoever first listed the fasts before him) know of this calculation when the list was prepared?  R. Avraham bar
Chiyah was a mathematician but others were not.
• Why would we accept the date of 25 December as the authentic birth of Jesus.  The Sefer HaIbur himself doubts that the date is
correct and notes that it does not appear anywhere in the New Testament!16  

11. 3761, corresponding to 1BCE.  In fact the accepted position in the Catholic Church is that Jesus was born in 3 BCE and the dating to 1BCE is based on an error which was
introduced in the 6C by Dionysius Exiguus.

12. The founders of Wissenschaft des Judentums - Leopold Zunz, R. Solomon Judah Rapaport, Nechemia Bruell and others.
13. Spain, 1070-1136.  A Jewish mathematician and astronomer . 
14. Sefer HaIbur is the oldest known book dealing specifically with the calculation of the Hebrew calendar.  Although written in 1122, it was not published until 1851.
15. The poskim discuss whether it is halachically acceptable to say ‘Jesus’, ‘Mary’ etc  in regular conversation.    Although there is a prohibition (Shemot 23:13) to mention the names of

foreign gods, Shu’t Chavot Yair 1:1:11 (R. Yair Bachrach - 17C, Moravia) rules that this is permissible as the prohibition relates to names used specifically for idolatry and not
personal names also associated with idolatry.  See -  http://www.torahmusings.com/2011/03/jesus/

16. The birth of Jesus was not of theological interest to the early Christians and was only raised as an issue  in the second century.   Before the 4C, various dates were suggested,
including March 28, Sept 11 and Nov 18.  Eventually, Dec 25 and Jan 6 emerged as the most popular options, although no serious Christian theologian actually considers these to
be the date of Jesus’ birth.   December 25th was only celebrated as Christmas after the 4th Century and many Christians note that it is unlikely, based on a simple reading of the
New Testament, that the birth was indeed in December (when shepherds would NOT have been watching their flocks!  In fact, this is likely a reference to Migdal Eder and the
Messianic ideas connected with that - see Targum Yonatan on Bereishit 35:2 - �C�•�L�€�Q�v�H�L���V�v�H�T�~�$���C�•�J�L�}�: �~�Q���C�•�0�~�O�€�Q���L�|�O�~�E�~�] �}�C�~�F���F�L�}�] �•�U���R�•�Q�€�<�}�Q�~�F���C�•�[ �~�] �€�C���[ �{�F�|�U�~�F���C�•�O�~�F�~�E�€�Q�~�O���C�•�O�€�G�~�O���R�}�Q���' �L�|�S�~�0�~�: �€�Q�~�O���T�€�[ �~�W�(���D�v�Z�z�U�€�L���O�€�K�~�S�( ). 
Many have suggested that the dating of Christmas around the solstice is simply an adaptation and adoption of the Roman pagan festival of Saturnalia, in particular the feast of the
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�����5�D�Y���%�D�U�X�F�K���)�U�D�Q�N�H�O���7�H�R�P�L�P���Z�U�L�W�H�V���L�Q���K�L�V���J�O�R�V�V�H�V���W�R���6�K�X�O�F�K�D�Q���$�U�X�F�K���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�������7�H�Y�H�W���L�V���W�K�H���<�D�K�U�]�H�L�W���R�I���D���J�U�H�D�W���-�H�Z�L�V�K
�K�H�U�R�������6�K�L�P�R�Q���+�D�.�D�O�S�X�V�������Z�K�R���V�D�Y�H�G���W�K�H���-�H�Z�L�V�K���S�H�R�S�O�H����
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�K���]�L�S�U�]�H�L�S�H�W�O�Z�G���R�H�U�Q�\�]�L�S�U�]���]�O�L�E�Q�D�H�����P�G�L�S�W�Q���H�Q�L�O�U�G�H���P�L�F�H�G�L�O���P�L�O�\�G�\��
�L�N�G���U�Q�\�Q�����
�G�Q���O�U���H�S�L�]�H�D�[���H�D�]�N���C�O�
���R�H�\�O�G���K�Z�S

qnxee oexd` 'x ,xe` ixe`n
�7�K�H�������&���7�D�O�P�X�G�L�F���F�R�P�P�H�Q�W�D�W�R�U�����5�����$�K�D�U�R�Q���:�R�U�P�V�������F�R�U�U�R�E�R�U�D�W�H�V���W�K�L�V���D�Q�G���Z�U�L�W�H�V���W�K�D�W�������7�H�Y�H�W���L�V���W�K�H���<�D�K�U�]�H�L�W���R�I���6�K�L�P�R�Q
�+�D�.�D�O�S�R�Q�L���Z�K�R���P�D�G�H���D���K�L�G�G�H�Q���S�D�F�W���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���-�H�Z�V��

The reference is apparently to Simon-Peter, called Simon Kepha in most versions of the Toldot Yeshu narratives.

������ The Sages desired to separate from Israel those who continued to claim Yeshu as the Messiah, and they called upon a greatly
learned man, Simeon Kepha, for help. Simeon went to Antioch, main city of the Nazarenes and proclaimed to them: "I am the
disciple of Yeshu. He has sent me to show you the way. I will give you a sign as Yeshu has done."  Simeon .... added that Yeshu
desired that they separate themselves from the Jews and no longer follow their practices, as Isaiah had said, "Your new
moons and your feasts my soul abhorreth." They were now to observe the first day of the week instead of the seventh, the
Resurrection instead of the Passover, the Ascension into Heaven instead of the Feast of Weeks, the finding of the Cross
instead of the New Year, the Feast of the Circumcision instead of the Day of Atonement, the New Year instead of Chanukah.
They were to be indifferent with regard to circumcision and the dietary laws. Also they were to follow the teaching of turning
the right if smitten on the left and the meek acceptance of suffering.  All these new ordinances which Simeon Kepha (or Paul,
as he was known to the Nazarenes) taught them were really meant to separate these Nazarenes from the people of Israel and
to bring the internal strife to an end.

�7�R�O�G�R�W���<�H�V�K�X����

�$�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J�� �W�R�� �W�K�H�� �D�F�F�R�X�Q�W�� �L�Q�� �7�R�O�G�R�W�� �<�H�V�K�X�������� �6�K�L�P�R�Q�� �Z�D�V�� �D�� �-�H�Z�L�V�K�� �L�Q�V�L�G�H�U�� �Z�K�R�� �L�Q�I�L�O�W�U�D�W�H�G�� �W�K�H�� �&�K�U�L�V�W�L�D�Q�� �H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�P�H�Q�W��
�E�H�F�R�P�L�Q�J�� �%�L�V�K�R�S�� �R�I�� �-�H�U�X�V�D�O�H�P�������� �� �$�O�O�� �R�I�� �W�K�L�V�� �Z�D�V�� �L�Q�W�H�Q�G�H�G�� �W�R�� �V�H�S�D�U�D�W�H�� �W�K�H�� �H�D�U�O�\�� �&�K�U�L�V�W�L�D�Q�V�� �I�U�R�P�� �W�K�H�� �-�H�Z�V�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�U�H�E�\
�H�Q�D�E�O�H���W�R���W�K�H���-�H�Z�V���W�R���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�\���Z�K�L�F�K���S�H�R�S�O�H���Z�H�U�H���S�D�U�W���R�I���W�K�L�V���K�H�U�H�W�L�F�D�O���V�H�F�W��

�������]�D�K���J�[�L�D���P�L�Q�L���
�K���C�H�G�H���G�S�\�H���G�S�\���O�N�D���]�H�S�U�]�G�O���H�]�]�L�Q���P�H�L���H�U�D�Z�H�����R�H�U�Q�\���]�C���O�C�[�\ �L���L�S�D���H�O�D�C�]�L�H���>�L�S�H�W�O�Z�G�@���R�H�U�Q�\���]�H�Q�L�H
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�7�K�H�������������Y�H�U�V�L�R�Q���R�I���7�R�O�G�R�W���<�H�V�K�X���U�H�I�H�U�V���W�R���6�K�L�P�R�Q���.�D�O�S�R�Q�L���D�Q�G���D�O�V�R���U�H�I�H�U�V���W�R���K�L�V���<�D�K�U�]�H�L�W���D�V�������7�H�Y�H�W����

birth of Sol Invictus - the Unconquered Sun - which was introduced in 274 CE.    Some Puritan groups in the 17C prohibited the celebration of Christmas on the basis that it was
pagan!  This theory is however not universally accepted.  For a fuller treatment see - �+�R�Z���'�H�F�H�P�E�H�U���������%�H�F�D�P�H���&�K�U�L�V�W�P�D�V���� Andrew McGowan, Bible History Daily 12/02/2016 -
http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/new-testament/how-december-25-became-christmas/
See also http://www.simpletoremember.com/vitals/Christmas_TheRealStory.htm for R. Lawrence Kellerman’s analysis of  the origins of Christians.

17. R. Yehudah Leib ben Menachem of Korotochin, written in 1810, before the 3 Wissneschaft scholars mentioned above and before the publication of the Sod HaIbur.
18. R. Baruch Frankel-Teomim (1760-1828), Leipnik, Moravia.  Author of the Baruch Ta’am.
19. R. Aharon Worms (1754-1836), Chief Rabbi of Metz and talmid and successor of the Sha’agat Aryeh.
20. Taken from http://www.essene.com/History&Essenes/toled.htm.  Note: the translation of this excerpt has not been validated and I suspect that it is a summary rather than a direct

translation.  For a more accurate bibliography see the note following. 
21. Toldot Yeshu was written some time between the 4C and 8C and has been quoted and vilified by the Church for the last 1000 years.   A number of printed versions are extant, one of

which is available on-line.  See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Toledot_Yeshu and  https://archive.org/stream/sefertoledotyes00unkngoog#page/n0/mode/2up���� �� ��A  2014
critical edition has recently been produced by Peter Schaefer - �7�R�O�H�G�R�W���<�H�V�K�X�����7�K�H���/�L�I�H���6�W�R�U�\���R�I���-�H�V�X�V�����7�Z�R���9�R�O�X�P�H�V���D�Q�G���'�D�W�D�E�D�V�H�����9�R�O�����,�����,�Q�W�U�R�G�X�F�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���7�U�D�Q�V�O�D�W�L�R�Q�����9�R�O�����,�,�����&�U�L�W�L�F�D�O
�(�G�L�W�L�R�Q�����7�H�[�W�V���D�Q�G���6�W�X�G�L�H�V���L�Q���$�Q�F�L�H�Q�W���-�X�G�D�L�V�P�����%�L�O�L�Q�J�X�D�O���(�G�L�W�L�R�Q and is available on Amazon (for a significant price!)

22. The classical records of Eusebius show that Simeon son of Clopas was a Jewish Christian leader and was Bishop of Jerusalem 70-107.
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• It is not however clear whether the Huldreich version of Toldot Yeshu pre-dates or post-dates the Megilat Ta’anit. Which was based
on which?
• It is also unclear who wrote Toldot Yeshu and how reliable it is.
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LEARNING ON NITTEL NACHT

• The custom not to learn on Nittel24 Nacht dates back to the
Rishonim.

• The Lubavitcher Rebbe explained the custom so as not to give
zechut to Jesus on that night.  As such he said that Nittel Nacht had
to be kept on 6 Jan where that was the night of Christmas.   
• Ta’amei HaMinhagim (p 500) explains that it was dangerous for
the Jews to leave their homes due to pogroms or have candles lit
inside their homes.  They would need to post guards to protect the
community.
• Chatam Sofer brings a reason in the name of his Rav, R. Nathan
Adler, that it is a sign of mourning.
• Chatam Sofer himself rejects that reason and suggests that we do
not want the Jews to be sleeping when the non-Jews are zealously          �7�K�H���/�X�E�D�Y�L�W�F�K�H�U���5�H�E�E�H���R�Q���1�L�W�W�H�O���1�D�F�K�W���S�O�D�\�L�Q�J���F�K�H�V�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���)�U�L�H�U�G�L�N�H�U���5�H�E�E�H

attending midnight mass!  So the minhag was for the Jews to sleep in the first part of the night so that they could get up at midnight to
learn Torah. 
• The custom was not accepted by the Vilna Gaon and was not practiced in Lithuania.25  It was also irrelevant to most of the Sefardi
communities.26 As such it was not accepted in Eretz Yisrael.  The Chazon Ish learnt on Nittel Nacht.  The Steipler learnt by heart and
asked not to be told when Nittel Nacht was so that there would be no reason to interrupt his learning.
• The custom in Chabad is to play chess. 

C]

23. Translation by R. Leiman in his article ob cit.
24. The etymology of the word ‘Nittel’ is unclear.  The most likely explanation is that it relates  to ‘natus’ - birth in Latin.  Some suggest that it is from the Hebrew �]�H�O�]�O - to  hang, on the

basis that Jesus is referred to as the �G�O�]�S.  See also Rashi in source 20 who refers to the ‘Toldot Yeshu’ collections as ‘Teliat Yeshu’.
25. See R. Moshe Sternbuch in Shu’t Teshuvot Ve-Hanhagot 1:551.
26. See R. Ovadia Yosef in Shu’t Yabia Omer 7 (YD) 20.
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