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There is a prayer we say for the special moments of our lives, those rarest of moments when we realize that life is for the living, when we are reminded that some of the most important things in our lives happen stage by stage, and each one is worth the remembering.  We call this prayer the She-he-che-yanu, “for the one who gave us life,” because through these words we give thanks to God for a life which is worth the living.  

We say the she-he-che-yanu on birthdays and anniversaries, in thanks for a love that grows over time.  We say it when we eat a new fruit in its season, or when we see the first cardinal return in the spring.  We say the she-he-che-yanu on Hanukkah, our festival of lights, but only on the first night, because even the other nights are but a reflection of that first moment, on the darkest night of the year, when we kindle a single candle and we too become creators of light.

But there is one moment which is even more rare, a moment when a simple she-he-che-yanu will simply not do, and we stand on the threshold of just such a moment. It is a blessing which can be said only once every 28 years, if the sun is shining, on the morning of the Spring Equinox, when it falls on a Tuesday evening drifting into Wednesday morning, at Sunrise.  And no, I am not making this up.

On the 14th day of the Hebrew month of Nisan, as the full moon rises, on the morning of the first night of Passover 5769, just 12 days from today, we will have the opportunity to say Birkat Ha-Hammah the “Blessing of the Sun” and for that alone we will say a she-he-che-yanu as well.  Because this once in every 28 year blessing is to be recited when the sun, and the moon, and the planets have all returned to the place of their beginning in the sky, their first beginning at the moment of their creation, on the fourth day, which was a Wednesday, when God first placed them in the heavens to mark the times and the seasons, to rule the days and the nights, and to remind us of a world of wonder which we are but a tiny part.

The date is set by the cycle of the orbit of Saturn and its alignment with the orbit of the earth, when it falls on a Wednesday, the fourth day of creation, once every 28 years.  Why Saturn, why Wednesday, why only at sunrise and never on a cloudy day?  For that you would need to study Talmud:

“Our Rabbis taught: One who sees the sun in its season, the moon in its power, the stars in their paths, and the planets in their order, says: ‘Blessed is the Maker of the Beginning.’ 

And when is “the sun in its season”?  Abaye says: Every 28 years, when the cycle resets and the Spring equinox falls in Saturn on Tuesday evening, ‘til the eve of Wednesday.”

~ Talmud, Berakhot 59b
See, now, it is perfectly clear.  Trust me you don’t want to ask why this all takes place this year on the first day of Passover, some 25 days after the Spring Equinox.  

I’d have to start explaining the Jewish calendar to you, and then the elliptical nature of the earths orbit, our relative speed as we circle about the sun... it would not be pretty and we would need to be here for most of the night.  Suffice it to say that the rabbis settled upon this system of 28 year progressions around 1500 years ago, and nobody feels like correcting their math still today.  To be honest, the practice of Birkat Ha-Hammah has been pretty sporadic throughout our history, even in traditional Jewish circles, a lapse which has been complained about by rabbis, just about every 28 years since the Talmud was written.

The first recorded public celebration of Birkat Ha-Hammah in the United States was “on Wednesday morning, April 7, 1897, when a few hundred Orthodox Jews gathered for a prayer service in Tompkins Park in New York.  The leader of the service was arrested and brought before a magistrate, who promptly dismissed the case.  The following week’s issue of the Jewish Messenger remarked sarcastically that “the guardians of the law probably saw an anarchistic defiance that had to be suppressed, and the germs of a terrible revolution were thus annihilated.”

The most recent commemoration of the day took place in New York City in 1981 as hundreds of Jews, dressed in tie dye t-shirts & love beads, crowded the top of the Empire State building, said the blessing for the One who began all things at the beginning, and then broke into a spontaneous chorus of “Let The Sunshine In” from the Broadway musical “Hair.”  It was the 80’s after all, I guess you just had to be there.

But there was a new beginning on that day as well, a new connection between this most ancient of benedictions and the fragile blessing of our sustained life upon this earth.  Arthur Waskow, the prophet of the Jewish environmental movement, wrote these words as part of his blessing for the last celebration of the cycle of the sun, and they stand even more starkly as a call for us today.

This year, the 206th Blessing of the Sun has taken on a decidedly environmentalist message just as well.  New calls for a greater investment in the development of Solar Power and renewable sources of Energy, challenge us to redeem this seldom celebrated day as a reminder of the wonder of our creation and the blessings of a clean energy which shine forth from the sun rays every day, if we were just to capture them for our use.

And, in one of those miraculous coincidences which reminds us that all things are connected, while we in the Jewish world prepare to celebrate one of our oldest rituals of darkness and light, a new tradition, called Earth Hour, will be celebrated by people throughout the world tomorrow night at 8:30 PM.  

The lights are going down from the Great Pyramids to the Acropolis, the Eiffel Tower to the Sears Tower, as more than 2,800 municipalities in 84 countries plan Saturday to mark the second worldwide Earth Hour.

McDonald’s will soften the yellow glow from more than 500 Golden Arches across the Midwest, the lights will dim down on Time Square and Navy Pier, as part of the time zone-by-time zone plan to dim non-essential lights between 8:30 p.m. and 9:30 p.m. to highlight global climate change.

Earth Hour makes a powerful statement that the world is going to solve the problem of climate change, or at least that is the intention of the World Wildlife Fund, which is sponsoring Earth Hour for just the second time this year. And there is more here than a publicity stunt to raise awareness of our ability to make a difference in the fight to save our planet.  Commonwealth Edison said electricity demand fell by 5 percent in the Chicago area alone during last year’s Earth Hour, reducing about 840,000 pounds of carbon dioxide emissions for that one single hour’s effort.

Here is the perfect opportunity to prepare for our celebration of light, let’s take a moment to remember the blessings of light with an hour of darkness tomorrow night from 8:30 to 9:30, let’s turn out our lights.  No, you don’t have to sit in the dark.  It’s not like spending the Sabbath in an Orthodox home.  Just turn down your lights, turn off the power on anything that really doesn’t need to be on, and think about what really needs to be left on, for the rest of the hours of our lives.

My son Lev and I will be spending the hour turning off lights here at Temple, money is tight (it might save a bit on our electric bill) and replacing lightbulbs in our home with CFL bulbs which use about one-fourth of the electricity compared to a standard light bulb.

And then on April 8th, which is the 14th of Nisan, in the morning before the first night of Passover, I will be rising with the sun to see the first rays of the morning and to say the blessing for the rise of a new sun and a new beginning.  From darkness into light one more time, as we begin our 207th lap around the sun.

And, just in case you are interested in the math beneath the miracle...

The Kadosh Elyon, a hasidic master also known as the 'Ostrovster Admor', wrote on the occasion of Birkat Ha-hammah in 1925 that there are only 3 times in 6,000 years of Jewish history when Birkat Ha-hammah falls on 14 Nissan, the very day when we celebrate our redemption from Egyptian bondage. And these are:

1. Prior to being redeemed from Egypt, for that very year was one upon which the planets were aligned.

2. Prior to the miracle of Purim, for on that year again, it was a year to say the blessing of the sun.

3.  And once again, by his calculations, In the year 5769, which is this year.

Since the first 2 occurrences preceded miracles and redemption, the Admor wrote that in the year 5769 the same will occur:  This will be last time ever and shortly afterwards, the redemption must come, b'h.

Note: The Ostrovster Admor wrote that Birkat Ha-hammah falls on 14 Nissan only 3 times in history, when, in fact, the year 5769 will be the 11th time that this occurs! (The last time was on 8 April 1925).

So, repeat after me, the blessing for the sun, it will be good practice, and it is never too soon to say a blessing, just it is never too soon to pray for an ultimate redemption which we pray might someday come:  Baruch Atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melech ha-olam, oseh ma-aseh b’reisheet. Amen.
