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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN

CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY
12 - SOLSTICE SURPRISES: CHRISTMAS, 9 TEVET & NITTEL NACHT

OU ISRAEL/BEIT KNESSET HANASI - WINTER 2024/25

A] THE WINTER SOLSTICE - PAGAN ROOTS

• We are now in the mid-winter season, around the winter solstice.  But does this still have any religious relevance to us today?

 1.whb,ntsbke :ohcfuf hscug ka ivhsht uktu /1trubryxu '2  //// vshkv ouhu 'ovhfkn ka thxubd ouhu wndrc ibj cr rnt /
vpue, rjt ohnh wj - tsbke :tcr3 :lbnhxu 'vpue, hbpk ohnh wj - trubryx ' (v:yke ohkv,)h #b $T &r 'm o )s )e$u r«uj $thpk /wudu 

thv uzu 'uvucu uvu,k rzuju hsgc luaj okug h,jrxa khcac tna !hk hut :rnt 'lkuvu ygn,na ouh iuatrv ost vtra
 cahu sng /ohnav in hkg vxbeba v,hnohnh wj] ,hbg,c vkp,cu'lkuvu lhrtna ouh vtru ,cy ,pue, vtra iuhf /[

 vagu lkv /tuv okug ka udvbn :rntohcuy ohnh vbuna /,rjtv vbak tuv 'ohcuy ohnh uktku uktk itag ogceoak 
 ovu 'ohnaougce /ohcfuf ,sucg oak 

/j vrz vsucg

The Mishna lists those pagan festivals before which there was a halachic prohibition to do business with idolators.  The

first two on the list are ‘Kalanda’ and ‘Saturna’. The Gemara explains that Saturna is 8 days before the Winter Solstice
and Kalanda is 8 days following.  It traces their Midrashic routes to the reaction of Adam HaRishon to the darkening of

the world as the solstice approaches and then ‘rebirth’ as the light began to return.  This began as a way of connecting to

the development of the monotheisitic human relationship with God but was subsequently corrupted to paganism.
4
 

2.ohbuuh uxbfbafa /iuvc ,ubg,vk tksu iuvc spxnk tks 'iubht thbn, vfubjs hnuh uhkxfc v"fc :ibcr ub,s ?vfubj htn
vhva ina ka sjt lp tkt utmn tku uesc 'oujmbu htbunaj ,hc ,ufkn vrcdafu 'kfhvca ohbnav kf utny kfhvk

 ubnn uehksvu xb uc vagb /sjt ouh ehksvk tkt uc vhv tku 'kusd ivf ka un,ujc jbunohnh vbuna /,rjt vbak
ougce outagu ohcuy ohnh /vtsuvu kkvc 

:tf ,ca

The comparisons with the way the Gemara describes the formation of Chanukah are unmistakable.

3./ofkn ,t ohcfuf hscug uc ihshngna ouh :vsuvh cr rnt ?ovhfkn ka thxubhd ouhu htn /wufu ovhfkn ka thxubhd ouhu
cr hb,vu ?tfkn rc tfkn hneun hnu /vhrcs tv 'vhshs tv :thae tk !ofkn ,t uc ihshngna ouhu thxubhd ouh :thb,vu

 :;xuh(c:t vhscug)  o #h«uD 'C Wh #T ', &b i«y $e v5B #v 'lkn ic lkn ihchaun ihta -s« t &n v $T 't hUz $C /iuak tku c,f tk ivk ihta - 
/h vrz vsucg

In defining Yom Ginusia the Gemara observes that the Romans did not have a hereditary monarchy and quotes from

Ovadia - that Edom are a small and despised nation, in particular since they do not have their own script or language.   

4. - iuaku c,f/ovhrpx kf ivk ube, ohrjt /ivk vtc ,rjt vnutn ohhnur ka 
oa h"ar

Rashi explains that the Latin script and language are borrowed from another nation, and then adds that ‘other people

wrote all their books’.  Why would Rashi add that and in how can it be understood?
5

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  thkbruyx - 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’  (trub ryx - 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.  They correspond with: 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! 
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B] 9 TEVET - AN ENIGMATIC FAST6

B1] MEGILAT TA’ANIT BATRA7

5. vru,v in ovc ihbg,na ohnhv ukt :d"vc c,frvzhk aha rnuk - wvru,v inw uvk hre ov ohnfj ,be,ns cd kg ;t - ;xuh ,hc)
(vru, kac unf ovc ek,xbu ohrn v,n uc whc /irvt hbc u,n ixhbc sjtc /crgv sg v,ah tku ivc kfth tk ovc vbg,nvu

uc wyc /lknv hnk,s vagn vhv ,cyc wjc /vhnrh hpn lurc c,f rat vkhdnv ,t ohehuvh ;ra uhkxfc j"fc //// rtcv
tuv vn kg ubh,ucr uc,f tkofpvk sh,g tuv lurc ausev tck sh,gku //// vchrjvk ohkaurh kg kcc lkn lnx uc whc /

 ch,fs vjnaku iuaak(ch:tk uvhnrh)o$b«udh #n oh #T &j 'N #G &u oh #T &n 'j #b &u i«uG $G&k o$k &c )t h #T &f 'p $v &u !int ubhnhc vrvnc r"vh ifu /
pe, inhx ,hbg, ,ufkv ohhj jrut ruy

The Tur (14C Spain) quotes the Behag
8
 (8C Bavel) presents a list of fasts - also called Megilat Ta’anit - which are

apparently as important as ‘Torah mitzvot’.  They comprise dates on which important Jewish figures died or tragedies
occurred.  Included is 9 Tevet but enigmatically the Behag writes that the Rabbis did not write why!

9

  

6.atrc ,ubg,vk o,me ieh, lthv /obeh,a hn kg vun,k aha ,ntcu /ovc ,ubg,vk dvba hn h,gna tku okugn h,htr tk kct
?!tasuj

pe, inhx ohhj jrut ;xuh ,hc

The Beit Yosef writes that he has never heard of anyone keeping some of these fasts and they also present halachic issues
- some are on Rosh Chodesh or Chanukah, when the Mishna prohibits any fasting!

7.tuc ubg,ha rnuta hn ah 'asj atrc o,mena hp kg ;tu /ovc ,ubg,vk hutru ubh,uctk ,urm ovc ugrhta ohnhv ukt 
)asj atrc ohkavk tka cuyu  /(  c/ohnh vaka okugc laj vhvu lknv hnk, hnhc ,hbuh vru,v vc,fb ,cyc vbunac ////

 uc wycuuc grhta vrmv thv uzht gsub tk/
pe, j"ut g"ua

Yet he includes them in the Shulchan Aruch!  For 9 Tevet he writes that a tragedy happened but it is not known what.

B2] TRADITIONAL SUGGESTIONS FOR THE ORIGIN OF THE FAST OF 9 TEVET

8.ksda hbpn uhctf i,ubg vhv tka - ,jt tkt rxj tk uhctc uhva ,ucuy ,usn kfnu ubc shdbv hukv ;xuvh wr ubf kg sngu
 oh,akp hbrx uc utbehu ,hjavk sg uck vcdu /uhrugbc kug tab tku raugcdrvba sg ,ba ,cyc vga,c ,cav ouhc

i"f,,subgsh itfnu /tuv vn kg ugsh tku ,cyc wyc ,hbg, urzdu ,hbg, ,kdn uc,fa ohbunsev k"z wh,ucr hnhnu /// 
!vz ouhk asev jurc ubuufa

swctrk vkcev rpx

Ra’avad I10 writes in Sefer Hakabbalah that 9 Tevet is the date on which R. Yosef Hanagid was assassinated in 4826

(1065).  The Behag in the 8th Century did not want to reveal this in advance!

9.:I,Uf&k 'n&k g 'c )J ,'b &J #C ,5c 5y J )s«j tUv h #rh #G<g $v J )s«j 'C I,Uf&k 'n ,h 5C k )t JIr5u &J 'j<t Q)k )N 'v k )t r 5T &x )t j 'e$K #T'u
 zy:c r,xt

Esther was kidnapped in the month of Tevet.

10.kg c,f tku ,cy #y c,fu '#uf ,ubg,vk hutrs hnuh kf c,f k#z ,ukusd ,ufkv kgca ,uhvk vbav hasj kfn r,uh asujv vz yeb
 ,cy asujc hrhagv asujc v,hv r,xt ,jna rnte ifk  /ungy ubh,ucr uc,f tk hf 'uc ihbg,n vn

oa t�nrv ka ihh rhjn aurhp

In his commentary on the Megilla, the Rema writes that Esther was kidnapped on 9 Tevet.

6. Much of the material in this section is based on a shiur by R. Shnayer Leiman - Jewish Perspectives on Early Christianity - Nittel, the Ninth of Teves and Pope Simon Peter, available

at https://www.yutorah.org/lectures/details?shiurid=715371. See also The Scroll of Fasts:The Ninth of Tebeth, Sid Z Leiman, The Jewish Quarterly Review LXXIV, No. 2(Oct 1983)

pp174-195.

7. This should not be confused with the much 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 8th century, but R. Leiman claims that it is likely to reflect the custom in Eretz Yisrael as early as the 6th century, 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 often noted that the reason was not known - see n.14 of R. Leiman’s article ob cit.

10. Ravad I (R. Avraham ibn Daud, Spain c.1110 - c.1180).  Not to be confused with the famous commentator on the Mishne Torah, Ravad III (Provence, 1125-1198)
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• But nothing in this answer explains (a) why the date is not specifically mentioned in the verse; (b) why no fast is mentioned; or (c) why

the fast was kept secret.

11.wuf gsub tk uc wyc //cr g"mu rpuxv trzg ,n uc wycs ,cyc wh ka ,ujhkxc t,ht tv !vkusd vnh,
(t) ewx pe, inhx ohhj jrut z"y

The Taz expresses great surprise that the reason for 9 Tevet is not known.  In our selichot for 10 Tevet we read that Ezra

died on 9 Tevet.

12./vhkfj ic vhnjbu ivfv trzg ,n ouhc ucu tuv vn kg ubh,ucr uc,f tk uc wyc
dwvc ka ,hbg, ,khdn

In fact, although this wording does not appear in the Tur’s list, the original Behag mentions 9 Tevet as having no known

reason and then adds that ‘on that day’ Ezra died. It seems that the enigmatic fast of 9 Tevet is not because of Ezra!

B3] A CHRISTOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION OF THE ORIGIN OF THE FAST OF 9 TEVET

13. skub tuvu /// hrmubv skubovhrcsktwxa, ohpkt wd ,bac 11/[rcnmhs] rcehhs asjn ohnh vanju ohragc okug vthrck 
 'garv uc skuvk vzv ouhv vhv hutru //// ,cyc vga, ouh ,ca ouh tuvu,nt ovhrcs ot /ovhrcsk ihntn ost iht kct

 rcehhsc vwfc vhva vnuh ugsh ova huk,v ,shk kg ohrnutv] iuhkd iutc ovk cu,f ubht vzv rcsv hfEvangelion[tku '
ohbunsev ,unutk iuke ouh vhv rcehhs in vwf tuva vzv ouhv kct /ovc ohbhntn ov rat xhgfnv hshnk, hc,fc
khj,n ouhv vhvu /// vnjv skun ovk ihtrue uhv ohrjtu /wvbav skunw uk ihtrue ohsaf hbunse vhvu ohkhktv hscug

khj,n grzvu tasvu vnstv jnmu 'rmek vkhkvu lhrtvk ihkhtan uhvu /,urpk kusdku .rtv ,j,n ,tmk jf ,ubek
vktv ,unutv ,t ,ug,vk xhgfnv hshnk, utcafu /vnjv skunu ,bak asju skun uk ihtrueu inzv skunk u,ut
tkt kusd iuke uc ihaug uhv tk urntu /ovhbhgc scufn vhv rat vzv ouhv scfk o,gs ,t umnt vzv ,ugyc oxhbfvku

vzv kuxpva hbpn /ohkuxpu ohkhxpv hscugk iuke ohkhktv hscugk iuke vhv rat ouhv urhzjvu /uc skuvk hutr vhv
/gapk gapnu vtnuyk vtnuyn u,ut ukdkdu

thhj rc ovrct wr - ruchgv rpx

In the 19C Jewish academic scholars
12

 found a christological explanation of the text! R. Avraham bar Chiya
13

 writes in
Sefer HaIbur

14
 that 25 December fell on 9 Tevet on the date of the birth of the Jesus

15
!  Thus 9 Tevet was kept as a fast for

this reason, although the Rabbis (for obvious reasons) refused to reveal why.  

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  

14./ahtv u,ut skub zts sjt kusd oac h,gnau 
,hbg, ,khdn kg ohasj ,upxu,

This idea is also recorded in Tosefot Chadashim
17

 - a commentary on Megilat Ta’anit Batra, which writes that 9 Tevet is

a fast day commemorating the birth of the founder of Christianity.

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 - see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_bar_Hiyya. 

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  - t$h 'n«uh ;«ux &C t $jh #J &n t$F&k 'n h5k &d &, #t &s sh #,$g i $n 'T #n &s t $r &, 't r )s5g &s t$k &s &d 'n&k t$k 'v&k i #n Vh5b &F &J 'n&k x 'r &pU c«e<g'h k 'y&bU ). 
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

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 - How December 25 Became Christmas,  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. Yehuda Leib ben Menachem of Korotochin, written in 1810, before the 3 Wissenschaft scholars mentioned above and before the publication of the Sod HaIbur.
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B4] THE HIDDEN YAHRZEIT OF A JEWISH HERO? SIMON PETER AND TOLDOT YESHU

15. rypb ,cy wya sh c,fc h,tmnxupkev iugna,hbg,k u,,hn ouh gceb /ohmhrpv inzc vkusd vrmn ktrah ,t ghauva 
/ohkaurhc okug

pwe, jwut gwuak kerp lurc cr ,uvdv

Rav Baruch Frankel Teomim
18

 writes in his glosses to Shulchan Aruch that the 9 Tevet is the Yahrzeit of a great Jewish

hero - Shimon HaKalpus - who saved the Jewish people. 

16. ,rhyp kg h,htr ,uburfz rpxcu /// ,cy wy ,hbg,uhbupkev iugna,hbg, ,khdncu /ovhbpn unhkgvu ohsuvhk ohkava 
/hfv gnan 'wvn kg ubh,ucr uc,f tkw iuakv yeb

xnruu iurvt wr 'rut hrutn

The 19C Talmudic commentator, R. Aharon Worms
19

 corroborates this and writes that 9 Tevet is the Yahrzeit of Shimon

HaKalponi who made a hidden pact with the Jews!

• The reference is apparently to Simon-Peter, called Simon Kepha20 in most versions of the Toldot Yeshu narratives.

17. And it was after these events, and there arose a great strife between the Christians and the Jews. For when a Christian would

see a Jew, he would kill him, and the distress kept increasing for thirty years. And the Christians gathered by the thousands

and ten thousands, and they prevented Israel from making the pilgrimage festival, and there was great distress in Israel like

the day the [golden] calf was made, and they did not know what to do. But their faith strengthened more and more. 

And twelve men went out and traveled through the twelve kingdoms, and they prophesied false prophecies in the camp, and

Israel strayed after them. And they were men of renown, and they strengthened the belief in Jesus, for they said they were his

emissaries, and many of the children of Israel gathered after them.

And the sages saw this evil thing, and it was very grievous to them. And a man said to his fellow, “Woe to us, for we have

sinned, that this evil has come about in Israel in our days, that we and our fathers never heard of.” And they were very

distressed, and they sat and wept, and they lifted their eyes to heaven. And they said, “Please, Hashem, God of heaven, give

us advice what to do, for we do not know what to do, and our eyes are upon You. For innocent blood has been spilled among

Your people Israel because of that man. How long will this be a stumbling block for us, that [the belief in] Jesus strengthens

the Christians against us, and they kill us - so many, and we remain few? And because of the stumbling blocks of Your people,

the House of Israel, this has come about. And for the sake of Your name, give us advice what to do, to be separated from the

congregation of Christians.” 

And it was when they finished speaking, an elder of the elders arose, and his name was Simeon Kefa, and he communicated

with a heavenly voice. And he said to them: “Hear me, my brothers and people - if it is good in your eyes, I will separate these

men from the congregation of the children of Israel, and they will have no portion or inheritance among Israel. But you must

take upon yourselves the sin.” And they all answered and said, “We take upon ourselves the sin, but do as you have spoken.”

And Simeon Kefa went inside the Temple, and he wrote the great name and tore his flesh and placed the writing inside it. And

he left the Temple and took out the writing and studied the name. And he went to the Christian metropolis and cried out in a

loud voice and said, “All who believe in Jesus, come to me, for I am his emissary.” And they said to him, “Give us a sign and

miracle.” And he said, “What sign do you request from me?” And they said, “Perform for us the same miracles that Jesus

performed in his lifetime.” And Simeon Kefa said, “Bring me a leper.” And they brought him one. And he placed his hands on

him, and behold, he was healed. And he said to them, “Bring me a corpse.” And they brought one before him. And he placed

his hand on him, and he came to life and stood on his feet. And those men saw and fell on their faces to the ground, and they

said to him, “Truly, you are the emissary of Jesus, for he did thus for us in his lifetime.” 

And Simeon Kefa said to them, “I am the emissary of Jesus, and he commanded me to go to you. Swear to me that you will do

everything that I command you.” And they all answered and said, “We will do everything you tell us.” And Simeon Kefa said to

them, “Know that Jesus hated Israel and their Torah, as Isaiah prophesied, ‘Your new moons and appointed festivals my soul

hates' (Isaiah 1:14). And further know that he does not desire Israel, as Hosea prophesied, ‘For you are not my people'

(Hosea 1:9). And even though he has the power to uproot them from the world in an instant, in any case he does not want to

destroy them entirely. Rather, he wants to leave them in order that his hanging and stoning will be remembered for all

generations. And most of the great affliction that he suffered, all the torments, was in order to redeem you from Gehenna.

18. R. Baruch Frankel-Teomim (1760-1828), Leipnik, Moravia.  Author of the Baruch Ta’am. He was the father-in-law of the Sanzer Rebbe (Divrei Chaim) and great grandson of the great

kabbalist R. Noson Nota Shapira (Megale Amukot). Many regarded him as a Gadol HaDor of his time.

19. R. Aharon Worms (1754-1836), Chief Rabbi of Metz and talmid and successor of the Sha’agat Aryeh.

20. Kephas means ‘rock’ in Aramaic, translated into Koine Greek as Petros. 
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 And now he warns you and commands you not to do any more evil to any Jew. And if a Jew says to a Christian, ‘Come with me

a mile,’ he shall go with him two miles. And if a Jew strikes him on the left cheek, he shall turn to him the right cheek as well -

so that they will receive their reward in this world, while in the world to come they will be judged to Gehenna. And if you do

thus, you will merit to dwell with him in his portion. And behold, he commands you not to celebrate the festival of Matzot

anymore. Rather, celebrate the day of his death. And instead of Shavuot, celebrate forty days from when he was stoned and

ascended to heaven. And instead of Sukkot, celebrate his birthday. And on the eighth day of his birth, celebrate the day on

which he was circumcised. 

And they all answered and said, “We will do everything you have spoken, if only you stay with us. And he said, “I will dwell

among you, if you do for me as he commanded me - not to eat any food except dry bread and measured water. And you must

build me a tower in the city, and I will dwell in it until the day of my death.” And they said, “As you speak, so shall we do.” And

they built a tower for him, and he dwelled in the tower as his home. And they provided his daily ration, bread and water, until

the day of his death. And he served the God of our fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. And he composed very many liturgical

poems, and he sent them throughout all the borders of Israel, so it would serve as a memorial for all generations. And all the

liturgical poems he composed, he sent to his rabbis. And Simeon dwelled in the tower for six years, and then he died. And they

instructed to bury him in the tower, and they did so. Afterwards they built upon it a magnificent building, and this tower still

stands in Rome, and they call it Peter21, which is a name meaning “stone”, because he dwelled there on a stone until the day

of his death.

Otzar HaMidrashim (Eisenstein), p 577, the Legend of Shimon Kepha (version 1)
22

18. And the chief of the Sanhedrin was named Shim’on Kefa. And why was his name Kefa? Because he would stand on the stone

on which Ezekiel prophecied in the river Chebar, and on that very stone a divine voice would answer Shim’on from heaven.

When the Nazarenes heard that Shim’on Kefa was one of the hearers of the divine voice, and that in him was great

uncountable wisdom, they were jealous of Israel, that such a great man was found in Israel. And the Blessed Name set in the

mind of Shim’on Kefa to go to Jerusalem and pray during the festival of Sukkot. And all the hegemons and the great elder of

the Nazarenes went to Shim’on Kefa on the Mount of Olives on the day of Hosha’na Rabba. When they saw his wisdom they all

agreed that one like him should not count for Israel, to convert him to the religion of the Nazarenes. And they forced him,

saying, “If you do not go back to our religion, we will kill you, and we will not leave in Israel anyone who enters the Holy

Temple. 

When Israel saw this, they pleaded with him, “Accept their words and act by your wisdom, and the sin and transgression will

not be upon you.” At that, after he saw that the ruling was bad for Israel, he went back with the Nazarenes. And he said to

them, “On one condition will I go back in your practice — that you never kill a Jew, nor strike him, but let him exit and enter the

Holy Temple.” And the elder and the Nazarenes accepted his words on them, all these conditions. And a condition he made for

them that they would build him a tall tower [and he would go in it and eat no meat nor you-know-what, just bread and water; to

drop down to them a box on a string, and they would put bread and water alone in it, and to be in that tower until the day of his

death. All this he did so as not to defile his soul nor be made unclean among them, nor be intermingled with them, in the

name of heaven. 

And upon the Nazarenes] he would say “According to your reasoning,” as if he was mourning for Yeshu; and he would not eat

meat nor you-know-what, just bread and water alone. And they built him a tower and he dwelt in it, and he was not defiled in

eating, nor did he bow down to the image.  

After some days he wrote poetry inside the tower — qerovot, yotsrot, and zultot 23— by his name, as did ‘Eliezer ben Qallir. And

he sent and gathered the elders of Israel, and gave them everything that came from his reasoning, and commanded them that

they should teach it to cantors, and they should pray with them so as to remember him for good. And also to Babylon they sent

them, to Rabbi Natan the exilarch, and they showed them to the heads of the yeshivas, to the Sanhedrin, and said, “This is

good,” and they taught it to the cantors of all Israel. And everyone who would want to remember his name would pray it. Rabbi

Shim’on in his song — remember his memory for life in the world to come! And may the Blessed Name in His mercy bring him a

good advocate — amen, selah!

A parallel account is recorded in Sefer Toldot Yeshu
24
.

21. In some versions of Sefer Toldot Yeshu the identity of this under-cover Jewish agent was switched to Paul - the founder of Christianity and apparent apostate from Judaism.  In fact,

Sefer Toldot Yeshu alleges that he was a ‘double agent’, appearing to found Christianity, but ultimately saving Judaism.

22. https://www.sefaria.org.il/Otzar_Midrashim%2C_Aggada_of_Shimon_Kippa%2C_Introduction.1?lang=bi. Three versions of the aggada are recorded there.

23. See Appendix 2 below.

24. 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, https://archive.org/stream/sefertoledotyes00unkngoog#page/n0/mode/2up  and

https://opensiddur.org/readings-and-sourcetexts/festival-and-fast-day-readings/readings-for-days-on-christian-calendars/nittel-nacht-readings/toldot-yeshu-according-to-the-
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In this version, Shimon was a Jewish insider who infiltrated the Christian establishment, becoming Bishop of

Jerusalem
25

.  All of this was intended to separate the early Christians from the Jews and thereby enable to the Jews to
identify which people were part of this heretical sect.

19. vbau vba kfc ,ubg,vk u,,hn ouh ugceu /iugna ,t ktrah hbc ukct,hu [hbupkev] iugna ,unhu,cy jrhc ohnh wy tuvu
 uah ,usku,(Huldreich version, 1705 - p.126)

The 1705 version of Toldot Yeshu refers to Shimon Kalponi and also refers to his Yahrzeit as 9 Tevet! 

• It is not however clear whether the Huldreich version of Toldot Yeshu pre- or post-dates Megilat Ta’anit. Which was based on which?

• It is also unclear who wrote Toldot Yeshu and how reliable it is.

20.

        

 uah ,usku,(Huldreich version, 1705 - p.107-115)
26

21. rntba oa uk ihbfn rhnva hsuvh(jh:vke ohkv,)  - o·)vh 5G« g Uh́ &v #h o )v«un †&Ftreh ovrct una ot iudf /uk ,ubfk ah ovunf
 /wrunj rypw ohrnuta vphf iugna iudf uhrjt ohgu, ovu ehsmk ukhptu /vzc tmuhf ifu orpt

tme inhx (,uhkdrn) ohshxj rpx

 Sefer Chasidim also records a tradition that ‘Peter’ was a tzaddik but others after him became heretics.  On that basis,

Peter himself is often given the derogatory nickname - ‘Peter chamor’
27

 

22.iuaku c,f v"s h"artuv - tehyntrd tuv wiuakw /uhv ohsuvh ovu xuryhp 'xukutp 'ibjuh - o,ugy hrpx kf ovk ube, ohrjt :
i,ucuyk hf 'urpfa tku /ktrah kgn oekxku onmg hbpc ocajk kcv ovk uagu iuakv uenbu uba ov /ohjkdv uc ohrcsna iuakv
/kfv ovhkg uumu ,uahsec ung ov uktf onmg uag 'uah h,hnr,n ejuscu rgmc ktrah utra hbpn tkt /ubuf,b ktrah ka

 /uah ,hhk, rupxc arupnf h"arhp f"g  
 /h vrz vsucg ohrpux heuses - hwar

There is a censored Rashi which quotes Sefer Toldot Yeshu and also attributes positive intentions to the New Testament

writings of John, Peter and Paul.  

strasbourg-variant-cantillated-and-vocalized-by-isaac-gantwerk-mayer/.   A  2014 critical edition was produced by Peter Schaefer - Toledot Yeshu: The Life Story of Jesus: Two

Volumes and Database. Vol. I: Introduction and Translation. Vol. II: Critical Edition (Texts and Studies in Ancient Judaism) Bilingual Edition and is available on Amazon

(for a significant price!) although the first volume is available for download at:

https://ia800708.us.archive.org/10/items/ToledotYeshuTheLifeStoryOfJesus_201812/Toledot%20Yeshu%20The%20Life%20Story%20of%20Jesus.pdf

25. The classical records of Eusebius show that Simeon son of Clopas was a Jewish Christian leader and was Bishop of Jerusalem 70-107. 

26. Translation by R. Leiman in his article ob cit.

27. Based on the mitzva of redeeming the firstborn donkey - Shemot 13:13 and 34:20.
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APPENDIX 1 - LEARNING ON NITTEL NACHT

• The custom not to learn on Nittel Nacht28 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

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.29  It was also irrelevant to most of the Sefardi

communities.30 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 chess31. 

The Lubavitcher Rebbe on Nittel Nacht playing chess with the Frierdiker Rebbe

28. 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  ,uk,k - to  hang, on the

basis that Jesus is referred to as the vk,b.  See also Rashi in source 20 who refers to the ‘Toldot Yeshu’ collections as ‘Teliat Yeshu’.  Some explain the word as a Hebrew acronym

for ‘Nolad Yeshu Tet Leteivet’; others as a Yiddish acronym for ‘nisht Yidden toren lernen.’ 

29. See R. Moshe Sternbuch in Shu’t Teshuvot Ve-Hanhagot 1:551.

30. See R. Ovadia Yosef in Shu’t Yabia Omer 7 (YD) 20.

31. On Chabad customs and approaches to Nittelnacht see:

https://chabadinfo.com/magazine/more-than-chess-the-history-and-meaning-of-nittel-nacht/and https://anash.org/nittel-nacht-what-to-do-and-what-not-to-do/
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APPENDIX 2 - THE ORIGINS OF THE PRAYER NISHMAT

• Nishmat is an ancient prayer - R. Yochanan bar Nafach (180-279) is quoted in the Gemara32 as suggesting that it should be recited

at the Pesach Seder after Hallel. 

• Rav Amram Gaon (810-875) and R. Saadia Gaon (882-942) refer to it as being part of the Shabbat morning tefilla.

• As to its authorship, many identify a reverse ‘Shimon’ acrostic in the prayer and attribute it to a Shimon.33

 'b ///// h (j k)f , (n *a*u34 //// v)rh 'a t-k )n Ubh 'p UK 't(g ///// Wh 1n2j(r UbUr)z2g v)b -v3s'n //// Q)k3v 1n *s'h hJ/«un *a J«us )e *u o«ur )n s(g i-f«u

  

23.rhav ,frc kg ohrnuta ahu /ohjxp hcrgc ubhbaa rhav ,frc thv hj kf ,nabs /hj kf ,nabc o,uju - kcb u,ut
runj ryp iugna,tz vhv, tka oukau xju /gkxv kg vhvaf ,ukhp, rtau vkhp, v,ut usxh vnur ka ,ugy thva 

 !vbna ,tyj thch asenv ,hc vbchaf vz rcs rnutv kfu /ktrahc
u"x jxp ,ufkv - hryhu ruzjn

Machzor Vitri quotes a tradition
35

, which he vehemently rejects, that Simon-Peter composed the prayer Nishmat
36

.
 

24.'uhfrm iva ohrcs ihc 'vkhp,u vtsuv iva ohrcs ihc 'asjk ost kufh ,ufrc j"h kfcs exup rhtn wrc cegh ubhcru
ubk urxna ,ujhkxu ,ukhp, ,ucure ihgf ivc lhrtvk r,unu /kkf vfrc expv huv tku asjn tuv vfrc ihgnu khtuv

 oav habt wh,ucr- ohruphfv ouh ka rsx sxha vphf iugna ,unhn vkv, i,tsxhu tb, vhva rhke hcrhc rzgkt wru /
/vbav hsgunk ,ucure
vwfa vbav wtr ,ufkv - hryhu ruzjn

Yet Machzor Vitri also quotes a view that some of the Yom Kippur piyutim are connected to Simon-Peter.

25.rsx sxh tphf iugna hf vc cu,f o, ubhcr ,cua, h"f hryhu ruzjnc h,htraf ohba s"f vz h,kvcbu h,nnu,av hbt vbvu
tphf iugna /vkv, i,t hshca h"f ruzjnv aurhpc h,htraf vba ohrag hrjt h,vhn, vrxu /vkv, i,t f"vuh ka
rjtk vzv jcav vag (vkj,c cu,f vhv vn gst tku ejnv kg ,ucu,f wufu wihrueaw ,ukn) hnurn urhhp we ihruea
kkf hf ovk ghsuvk jcav vz ovk jkau /.jk ohnu rm ojkc uhnh kf hnur ksdnc unmg oau 'ohrmubv ,bunt ovk ie,a
kg ohsxuhn o, ubcr hrcs hf h,bcv zt /k"fg iuuf,b ktrahc ohmrup uhva ohmhrpv yheavk kct 'uahc ihntn vhv tk
atr hf ugnahaf iunvv ,bunt ezjk vcuy vbuufc ',usnavu ,urmv inzc ose hnhc ktrahc vyap,ba tua ,guna
ohna oak tkt v,hv tk vasjv vbuntv sxhaf u,buufau /,hktrahv vbuntv jcac ohyuhp c,f hkuyxuptv

 /ktrah ka o,cuyku
(z"yr, ubruuhk) wz sm tnur hbc dvbn ruzjnk tucnc k"sa

R. Shimon David Luzzato (Shadal) refers to this tradition, which he also understands to be false
37

.

26.

206 wng (ohhvkgsgr) ktrah ,sucg rushx

Some siddurim (here the famous Rodelheim siddur still used in Yekke communities) refer to the tradition of Peter writing

Nishmat as well as the attribution to Shimon ben Shetach.

32. Pesachim 118a.

33. Some commentators attribute it to Shimon ben Shetach in the 2nd Temple period. 

34. Nusach Ashkenaz does not include the vav at the start of this word but it is included in Nusach Sefard and Edot Hamizrachi.  It is also in the siddur of Rav Amram Gaon.

35. This is often attributed to Rabbeinu Tam.

36. See https://www.kotzkblog.com/2016/11/102-did-st-peter-compose-nishmat-prayer.html?m=1.  This references an old Yemenite prayer book that similarly purports that Peter

was the author of Nishmat. This source, dated at around the 1500’s, is a handwritten note in Yehiya Bashiri’s Baladi-Rite Siddur.  See also Rav Ari Shevat on this issue

https://www.yeshiva.co/ask/57950 

37. He also writes in that Introduction: “Since the names of the first paytanim have been lost to memory, it has happened that the liturgical poems have been attributed to people who

never thought to write them”. 
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