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The Torah’s Perspective
on the Solar Eclipse!
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No pictures have done justice to the awesome appearance of the solar eclipse. Totality
may be observed, but apparently cannot be photographed. Absence can’t be recorded on
camera. The sun is black; its corona shines forth around its blackened face. Rays of light and

a missing sun cannot properly be photographed.

In the Talmud, a solar eclipse is named a “smitten sun” and is a o2y MMINY 1 YD; a
lunar eclipse is a “smitten moon” and is a Y87Y ¥ y»v. Eclipses are predictable. Many

have wondered how an expected occurrence can be a y1 0.

Chazal instituted brachos upon the sighting of natural wonders, yet the Gemara does
not mention a bracha recited upon observing an eclipse. Why was a bracha not instituted
upon observation of an eclipse? Moreover, eclipses, which are predictable, were necessarily
incorporated within the creation of the luminaries. Why, then, does the Talmud not include
eclipses together with observations of mountains and rivers, cliffs and oceans, upon which

one recites the bracha mwra nwyn nwy?

Perhaps a bracha cannot be recited upon absence. A missing sun is not a phenomenon
that warrants praise. It is a y7 y»>0. A bracha is not recited upon observation of tohu v’vohu.
Moreover, w12 Nwyn Nw is recited upon events that depict a portrait of the world at its
creation. The luminaries were certainly not created in a situation of eclipse, when they do

not radiate. Thus, an eclipse is not reminiscent of creation.

The y»v associated with an eclipse can be likened to astrological predictions - the
“reading” of mazalos. The cycles of constellations are predictable, and were necessarily
integrated within the creation of the stars. How can a sequence that was established during

the initial creation be a predictor of current and future events?

The sun, moon, stars and planets appear to revolve around the earth. They each have
two distinct cycles. There is a daily cycle - the sun, moon, stars and planets rise and set

daily. And there is a yearly cycle of the sun, a monthly cycle of the moon, and periodic
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cycles of the stars and of each of the visible planets. The sun, moon, and planets appear to
travel along the ecliptic, which corresponds to the galgal hamazalos, the zodiac, a band of
stars that cross twice directly above the equator and above all points 23.5 degrees north and
south of the equator — the tropics. The Rambam writes that during the post-mabul era this
strip of stars was imaginarily divided into twelve parts coinciding with the position of the
sun during each of the twelve months. Groups of stars within each part were noticed as

appearing to have distinct images, which came to be known as the twelve mazalos.

The patterns and images associated with the stars appear consistent from year to year.
But in reality they are not. There are two factors that affect the images of each of the twelve

mazalos.

Firstly, seven “wandering stars” pass through the path of the ecliptic — Sun, Moon,
Venus, Mercury, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn. The positions of each of these “stars” amongst
the stars of the ecliptic change constantly. Thus, although the mazal of Nissan is nbv —
“lamb”, and during Nissan the sun appears to ravel along stars which seem to form a
pattern of a “lamb”, the image of the “lamb” is not identical from year to year. The position
of any of the “wandering stars” may alter the image of the “lamb” from day to day and

from year to year.

Moreover, the stars slowly change their position due to the “precession of the
equinoxes”. The stars appear to slowly revolve around earth, moving approximately one
degree every seventy years, and complete their revolution once every 25,000 years.
Therefore, writes the Rambam, the images of the mazalos were accurate only during the
immediate post-mabul era, when stargazers drew the mazalos” imaginary patterns. In the
present era, the stars situated within that section of strip that the sun appears to travel
during the month of Nissan no longer resemble “lamb”. Stars situated within each of the
twelve parts of the ecliptic change every seventy years. Thus, the pattern of stars associated

with each of the twelve months is unalike during each human lifetime.

An astrologer who “reads” the images of the stars must take into account the positions
of planets wandering within the constellations, and must take note of the generational
change of the formation of each of the twelve mazalos. Perhaps the gradual change of the
appearances of the twelve constellations, which have been totally transformed since the era

of the mabul, has rendered the ancient readings of astrology to now become useless.

The positions of the stars and planets may be charted from the moment of creation until

the end of time, and the images formed by their positions along the path of the ecliptic may



be mapped out for any future year or period. Assuming that these images foretell events
and occurrences, the “reader” of these images is not a predictor of future events. He is
rather merely perusing a star map and seeing the images that the stars are certain to form at

any future date.

How, then, can the Gemara (Sukkah 29a) inform np5 nnn 037 NYaIN Hrava — “Because
of four transgressions is the sun smitten...”? How can a predictable eclipse serve as

punishment?

Perhaps the punishment of the eclipse is not the eclipse itself, but rather the fear instilled
by a world suddenly turning dark. Even now, a solar eclipse evokes fear of blindness. Fear
is a form of suffering, and is thus necessarily schar v’onesh. The Gemara therefore
concludes: Yx 591 PRYPIN PR DIPN HY MNT P ONWW \a — When Israel fulfills the Will of the
Ompnipresence they do not fear from all this. Hashem does not instill fear within the righteous.

Thus, y1 2’0 and N,Y NHN ©12T NY2IXR 9rava are unalike. y7 90 refers to the celestial
image of the eclipse. NP NN D27 NYaIN Dawa refers to fear instilled by its terrestrial
effects. Only a total eclipse instills fear. During totality the entire horizon reddens,

temperature drops, stars appear, the sun turns black, crickets chirp and chickens roost.

A tzadik does not fear nature. He fears its Creator. ynnn Y~ onwn mmnn — Do not fear the
celestial symbols of the skies (Yirmiya 10:2). Rather, fear the Architect of those symbols.

The Chofetz Chaim is said to have encouraged viewing the eclipse of Nissan 1912 so
that each observer would personally bear witness that the sun is not a deity. Beholding a
solar eclipse is evidence of the falseness of its worship. A deity does not blacken its face.
Viewing the sun’s corona during totality is analogous to viewing a lion’s mane without the
lion. Thus, although images of the sun and celestial bodies may not be drawn, totality
presumably may be photographed. A picture of totality is not an image of the sun. It is an

absent sun.

Knowledge of the solar eclipse cycle is testimony to its Creator. An expectable eclipse is
evidence that the light of the luminaries are governed by their Maker Who charted their

courses, and not by the luminaries themselves.

Additionally, a solar eclipse is testimony to creation. Both the sizes and orbits of the sun
and moon, seemingly unrelated celestial bodies, are perfectly symmetrical. 70D %Y NN
099710 — The luminaries were created identical. Even after the moon was reduced, the

proportions of the sun and moon remained unchanged. The moon was minimized and was



moved closer to earth in the exact same proportions (400 measures). The size of the moon
therefore appears identical to the size of the sun, and covers the face of the sun in its

entirety at eclipse.

Knowledge of solar and lunar cycles quashes philosophies of idolatry. Celestial bodies
are following routes programmed by their Creator. Indeed, Meiri states that the mitzvah to
calculate tekufos and mazalos includes calculating eclipses. Accurate calculations of tekufas
and mazalos predict eclipses; the eclipse’s arrival proves the correctness of their
computations. (Compare to Einstein’s Theory of Relativity proven by the eclipse of 1919.)
Knowledge of the cycles of the mazalos and the timetable of eclipses negates the notion that

celestial worship can influence stars and luminaries to change course.

An astrologer cannot predict anything with certainty. Star patterns, which were
sketched at creation, cannot account for human activity, nor can they account for “schar
ve’onesh”. Moreover, Avraham Avinu, the father of Klal Yisroel, was told by Hakadosh
Boruch Hu 75w myanvsnn 8y — “Abandon astrological predictions!” Y875 5w PN - Jews are

not subject to the effects of the stars.

TPON N oy NN onn - Rashi elucidates: Walk innocently together with G-d. Trust in
Him. Do not scrutinize the future. Our destiny is mv19 NnNwn — it is contemporaneously

orchestrated directly by Hashem!

An eclipse, which was certain since the luminaries’ creation, is not a predicator of a
“future” omen. At the moment of creation, this date and location was predestined to

experience a y7 y2o.

Just as the reader of mazalos does not take into account the merit of man, which cannot
be predicted — DY NXPN YN DIV YA YIN, so, too, the ¥y Yo of an eclipse is subject to

man’s merits.

Weather is the single natural phenomenon that is not predictable. It cannot be
forecasted with any degree of certainty more than five days in advance. Rain is dependent
upon the merit of man. After creation, rain did not fall until the arrival of man and the
prayer of Adam. On the Second Day of Creation the upper waters were separated from the
lower waters. The lower waters became salty and useless for drinking and planting. Man
must rely upon the upper waters for his drink and for the sustenance of his crops. Only the
waters that feed into the rivers of this world from the Garden of Eden retain their

usefulness.



Rain can nullify the y»v of the eclipse. Clouds can cover the “smitten” sun or moon and

render an eclipse one of the many unobserved wonders of nature.

Jews who reside amongst the 02yn mmx might be subject to their mazel. If they merit,
perhaps clouds will appear and nullify the negative effects of a solar eclipse upon both
them and their kindly Gentile hosts.

An astrologer is thus similar to a geneticist. A geneticist does not predict the future; he

merely informs expected fallout of a particular gene.

The Rambam writes: “Any individual whose spirit desires and whose intellect
comprehends that he stand before G-d to serve and worship Him, to know G-d and to
follow the proper path for which he was created, and to unleash himself from the yoke of
the many calculations which mankind chase, has sanctified himself to become Holy of
Holies. G-d will be his portion and inheritance for all eternity; he will merit to be

guaranteed sustenance in this world as are the Kohanim and Levi’im.”

“Calculations of mankind” include financial forecasts, medical diagnoses, and
astrological predictions. One who already received a medical diagnosis can no longer pray
for its transformation. One who has obtained a financial analysis can no longer pray that his
debts vanish. One who was made aware of his mazel cannot pray for its removal. To pray
for an alteration of nature is a “tefillas shav”. One can only pray “mazel tov!” that mazel be
employed for his benefit and advantage. For example, one born into o>txn Y, who
delights in blood, might be successful pursuing the medical profession, and is not

predisposed to murder. Mazel cannot negate choice of man.

One who has unleashed himself from worldly computations, however, is not
restricted within them. His health, sustenance and progeny are bequeathed to him directly

by his Creator. “G-d is his portion and inheritance for all eternity!”
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“Eclipses of the luminaries are a bad omen... but those who perform the Will of G-d need not
worry from punishment.”

Eclipses are a natural occurrence and can be scientifically predicted. The omen of the
eclipse is similar to astrology. The apparent positions of the stars constantly change, due
to the placement of the planets and due to the procession of the equinoxes. Rambam
states the figures of the twelve mbwn were only accurate during the period immediately
following the %an. N5V is no longer the 5w of Yo%, but rather a different figure that can
be drawn from the stars the sun passes through during that month. Thus, the omens of
the stars and of the eclipses were set into place at the time of creation, and can be
calculated until the end of time. w»yy 95w, however, cannot be read into the
configuration of the stars, and depend upon the merit of mankind. Therefore “those
who perform the Will of G-d” need not be concerned with the omens of the stars.
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