Date Line in Halacha – Part 1
Medieval Rabbinics
Does it exist? And if it does, where is it?

19th Century projections of the
terrestrial globe, from the UBC
Library Digital Collections

Introduction:
1. The earliest Judaic writings on the need for a date line is found in:
1. R. Zerachiah Halevi – “The Ba’al HaMaor” in his commentary on Talmud Rosh Hashannah 20. 12th Century.
2. Rabbi Yehuda Halevy – “The Kuzari” 2:20. 11th – 12th Century
3. R. Yitzchak Yisraeli – “Yesod Olam” – 14th Century
2. The Talmud section at the heart of the discussion was Rosh Hashannah 20. This section talks about the efficacy of
witness testimony to the Sanhedrin regarding sightings of the New Moon crescent and the declaration of the new
month by the Sanhedrin.

3. A day qualifies to be declared “Rosh Chodesh” if the court can ascertain the possibility of new moon crescent visibility,
immediately after sunset, before nightfall, anywhere in the civilized world (Yishuv). It was understood that the Earth is
a sphere. Hence, the necessity for a date line to ascertain the qualifying day.
4. Before discovery of the New World, the presumption was that the Yishuv covered the eastern hemisphere, with
Yerushalayim in the center. The western hemisphere was completely covered with sea.
5. Other “Rishonim” such as R. Shlomo Yitzchaki (Rashi) explained the Talmudic passage (Rosh Hashannah 20) in a manner
that does not necessitate a date line. 11th – 12th Century.
Excellent articles for additional comprehension of the Halachik Date Line concept
Roth : https://www.koltorah.org/articles/the-international-date-line-and-halacha-by-willie-roth
Lerhaus : https://thelehrhaus.com/scholarship/is-a-dateline-a-logical-necessity-the-halakhic-view-less-often-quoted/
Taplin : http://www.datelineinhalacha.com/dateline_in_halacha.html
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Adam, in the land of Israel, watched the Sun set in the west. He
then counted 18 hours until the Sun traveled 270˚ (18 hours
later). Now the Sun was directly over Adam’s head. It was high
noon in the land of Israel and sunset at the eastern edge of
China. This is where Adam set the date line.

Kuzari 2:20

Per R. Yehuda Halevy (author of Kuzari), There
needs to exist two points.
1. One point denotes absolute West and one
point that denotes absolute East.
2. The points should be “close” to one another.
(what does that mean? When it comes to
dateline can there be a middle ground?)
3. Traveling west of absolute west or east of
absolute east must change the date and day.

Yesod Olam by Rav Yitzchak HaYisraeli
Advance Organizer
1. It cannot be that Yerushalayim is the date line because such an
assignment would lead to absurdity.

2. Don’t mistake a Prime Meridian for a date line. Yerushalayim is
the Prime Meridian, not the date line.
3. Definition of a Prime Meridian – the North/South longitude that
sets the eastern edge of the western hemisphere and the
western edge of the eastern hemisphere.
4. Although there may be a logic that drives the assignment of a
Prime Meridian, ultimately, people decide where the Prime
Meridian is.
5. Yerushalayim is the most logical place to set a Prime Meridian
from a Jewish standpoint because it is located dead center
between the most eastern and western edges of the inhabited
world.

Yesod Olam, 2:17 R. Yitzchak Yisraeli ben Yosef

The Date Line cannot possibly be transversing Yerushalayim!
Paraphrased translation next slide
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Yesod Olam, 2:17 R. Yitzchak Yisraeli ben Yosef
“Pay attention to what these two men said. They say that Yerushalayim, or the center (navel) of the
land begins the naming of a day. And the end of this naming falls at the eastern end. For example,
Shabbat in Yerushalayim first starts there. And after six hours, Shabbat starts to those on the
western edge. Six hour later starts Shabbat in the center of the sea, and a third six hours later starts
Shabbat, in the end, for those living on the eastern edge. ..
Look here how their logic is without reason or substance. According to their logic, noon time on
Shabbat in Yerushalayim has started for everybody except for those living in the East?...
This is false and a great nonsense ( !)שקר והתולOne can argue and say, “How can it be that Levi
who lives at the center of civilization stands at mid-day on Shabbat while his neighbor, Yehuda
who lives but a short distance away to the east denies that and maintains that it is Friday
afternoon? Have you ever heard more ridiculous craziness ()התול ושגעוןthan this?
In truth I certainly say that it’s impossible that it should happen that when people are all standing
together one day and all looking at the Sun together, that some of them are saying that it’s one day
and another part of them say that it’s the day before or next. No one would agree to that at all!”

The Prime Meridian – מרכז החמה

Paraphrased Translation:
“…I will take the ‘highpoint’ –  מרכזof the Sun and place it opposite the middle of the inhabited land. I say that from that
moment that the Sun is at its daily highpoint, it starts to set every day in locations of the land. First, it sets on the eastern
edge. The evening there is the first evening of the new day. Accordingly, the name of the day starts there, on the eastern
edge, and no where else…”
Sounds like the Yesod is placing the date line at the China shore. Also, If Yerushalayim is the Prime Meridian, the date line
is 90˚ east of Yerushalayim (not 180˚).

Yesod Olam, 2:17 R. Yitzchak Yisraeli ben Yosef
The choice of Prime Meridian longitude is not dictated by Torah law
The Jewish People have placed the Prime Meridian to transverse Yerushalayim because, according to halacha, Shabbat and
Holidays start with nightfall at the eastern edge of the Yishuv.
By placing the Prime Meridian through Yerushalayim, the date line falls at the shore of the eastern edge. That’s because
when the Sun shines at the Prime Meridian, it is sunset at the eastern edge. And shabbat starts there six hours before the
land of Israel.
The rest of the world may set the Prime Meridian’s longitude by consensus.

Yesod Olam, 2:17 R. Yitzchak Yisraeli ben Yosef
The choice of Prime Meridian longitude is not dictated by Torah law

… the birth of the world at day break is objective fact; not a fact created by human consensus. (the birth of
the world) is factual because that was the will of the Creator. That which we [our Sages] say now, that the
Prime Meridian is placed at the center of inhabited land so as to form a date line (at the eastern edge at
night fall) is a fact formed by consensus. It is not an objective fact. It is because we [our Sages] decided to
have our days start and end at night. And the nightfall that starts the beginning day is the nightfall at the
eastern edge, as I’ve said.

Yesod Olam, 2:17 R. Yitzchak Yisraeli ben Yosef
The choice of Prime Meridian longitude is not dictated by Torah law

…”Some of the world’s scholars ascribe the accounting of days to the moment of midday in the middle of the land and
some have established it upon the moment of mid-night there. Some upon the moment of mid-day at the eastern edge
and some have established it based upon mid-day at the western edge. Ptolmey (Alexandria 367bce – 283bce) based
his calculations upon the moment of mid-day in Alexandria. The wise man Batani based it upon mid day in Rakat. Others
based it upon Yerushalayim and Avraham HaZarkali based it upon the moment of mid day in Tulitula.
All this goes to show that the appointing of a Prime Meridian is based upon public consensus.

