
 

By Dr Elli Franck 

רלהסימן   

How we determine Tzeis Hakochovim 

(Nightfall) 

As well as defining when a day ends and the 

beginning of a new day, the calculation as to when 

nightfall begins effects a number of important 

halachos in the Torah. Amongst others we will 

discuss the time of tzeis hakochovim as it concerns 

itself with the correct time for the 

reading of the evening Krias 

Shma and the onset of Shabbos.  

Last week we mentioned the 

machlokes between Rabeinu Tam 

and the Geonim as to how we define the different 

points in time ranging from sunset to nightfall. To 

recap briefly, there are 2 seemingly contradictory 

Gemoros (Pesachim 94a and Shabbos 34b) that 

define the length of time between sunset and 

nightfall – one says that it is the equivalent of 4 mil 

and the other just ¾ of a mil. If we accept, as do 

most Poskim, that the time it takes to walk a mil is 

18 minutes, then nightfall according to Rabeinu 

Tam is 72 minutes after sunset and 13.5 minutes 

after sunset according to the Geonim. In 

astronomic terms, we can compute the exact 

position of the sun at nightfall as being 16.1 

degrees below the horizon at 72 minutes after 

sunset and 3.7 degrees at 13.5 minutes after 

sunset.  

Fixed versus variable times 

The Biur Halacha (261 s.v. shehu) states in the 

name of the GR” A   that the times described above 

by the Gemorah for the time interval between 

shkia and tzeis hakochovim apply to a specific set 

of circumstances. They apply only to Eretz Yisroel 

and Bovel (lie on the same latitude) in Nisan and 

Tishrei which is the time of the equinoxes. Thus, 

the maximum variation from this mean at a given 

point on the globe will occur around the winter 

and summer solstices and, according to this view, 

the exact time interval for Bein Hashmoshos will 

not only vary at a given latitude from time to time 

but also at different altitudes at the same latitude 

and at different locations around the world. (In 

locations close to the equator, the process of 

nightfall occurs faster than It does in 

locations further away from the 

equator. In addition, the process of 

nightfall occurs slowest in the summer 

and fastest in March and September.) 

The start time for the evening Krias Shma  

The Shulchan Aruch (235:1) rules that the evening 

Krias Shma must be read only after the emergence 

of 3 small stars at night. The actual requirement is 

to wait for 3 medium size stars however Chazal 

were worried about the inexperienced viewer who 

may mistakenly adjudge large size stars for 

medium size stars and thus inadvertently read 

Krias Shma too early (M” B §1). The Mishna Berura 

(§3) writes that the emergence of 3 stars is 

halachically valid in defining nightfall even if the 

stars are scattered. For the purposes of Motzai 

Shabbos however the Shaar Hatziyun (§3) writes 

that we require 3 stars close together which 

corresponds to a slightly later time when there are 

more stars out in the night sky. The reason for this 

is because we are required to add on a small 

amount of time for Tosfos Shabbos. The Shulchan 

Aruch rules further that on a cloudy day when one 

is unable to discern the stars one should wait until 

one is sure it is “night” and then only proceed with 

Krias Shma. The Mishna Berura (§4) rules that to 

be sure, one should wait 4 mil or 72 minutes. 
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The opinion of the Mishna Berura  

Whilst It is clear that the Mishna Berura held 

mainly of the opinion of the Shulchan Aruch and 

Rama who pasken like Rabeinu Tam, we also find 

that he paskens l’chumro like the opinion of the 

Geonim followed by the GR” A in defining the end 

of the day in particular in regards to the end time 

for davening Mincha. As we saw last week there 

are inherent difficulties with the 

opinion of Rabeinu Tam when it 

comes to the calculation of Plag 

Hamincha and so we   rather align 

ourselves with the Lvush who 

states that Plag Hamincha should be measured 

1.25 hours back from the “first” shkia rather than 

tzeis hakochovim. In addition, we brought down 

the opinion of the Talmidei Rabeinu Yona indicating 

that the end time for Mincha is linked to the timing 

of the sprinkling of the blood of the evening 

Korban Tamid, which had to be completed by 

sunset (see last week discussion). 

The Minhag in Eretz Yisroel/Yerushalayim 

As we know, about 200 hundred years ago many 

of the Talmidei HaGR” A came to Eretz Yisrael and 

established the minhagim of the Gra there. In 

contradistinction to the Mishna Berura, the Gra 

who paskened like the Geonim, held to this 

opinion both l’kulo and l’chumro. As we saw earlier 

according to this approach, nightfall should occur 

approximately (0.75 x18 minutes) 13.5 minutes 

after sunset and so one should be able to read the 

evening krias shma already from them on. This 

time corresponds to when the sun has 

disappeared 3.7 degrees below the horizon.   Rav 

Chaim Na’eh in Ketzos Hashulchan however writes 

that the minhag was to wait a little longer till 18 

minutes had elapsed before reciting krias shma. 

This is based on a different machlokes as to the 

correct definition of hiluch mil. There are opinions 

other than the previously mentioned 18 minutes –

some say 22.5 minutes (including the GR” A 

himself), yet others opine 24 minutes. A simple 

calculation of 0.75 x 24 minutes yields 18 minutes 

thus accounting for the minhag in Yerushalayim.  

 

The prevalent Minhag for calculating Tzeis 

Hakochovim 

There are opinions however that even according 

to the Geonim, 18 minutes (and certainly 13.5 

minutes) is still too early to assume the emergence 

of 3 stars. As mentioned earlier, there are variables 

such as latitude, altitude, as well as seasonal 

variations that will affect the time from sunset to 

nightfall and so even if the true value is 

less 18 minutes in Eretz Yisrael during 

the equinox, it will be slightly more at 

other times of the year and in different 

places in the world. And so, to maintain 

uniformity, and to be sure that 3 small stars have 

already emerged, most Poskim expert in this field 

(Rabbi Meir Posen, Reb Moshe Shternbuch 

amongst others) have adopted a mathematical 

standard in order to compute when tzeis 

hakochovim is in different parts of the world. They 

postulate that the latest time for the emergence of 

3 stars equates to the time when the sun has 

travelled 8.5 degrees below the horizon. In Eretz 

Yisroel this translates to be roughly 35 minutes 

after sunset whilst in Melbourne it is 

approximately 45 minutes after sunset. With 

regard to Shabbos there are different customs as 

to how much we add for Tosfos Shabbos so this 

could vary from a further 5-15 minutes to yield a 

total gap of 50-60 minutes after sunset. In 

comparison, Rabeinu Tam zman of 72 minutes 

corresponds to when the sun is 16.1 degrees 

below the horizon, and many are machmir with 

regard to Motzei Shabbos to keep to this zman. 

The opinion of the Chazon Ish  

The Sefer Zmanim B’Halocho brings down Rav 

Dovid Frenkel (a close talmid of the Chazon Ish) as 

having asked the Chazon Ish for a clear answer as 

regard to the time one must wait after shkia 

before nightfall that one can rely on even with 

regard to Torah prohibitions. The question was, 

from when on Friday night can we consider it 

definite night in relation to the birth of a baby boy 

so that a bris may be performed the following 

week on Shabbos itself. The Chazon Ish answered 

that 35 minutes is enough time to wait even in this 

situation. It happens to be that at least at the time 

of the equinox in Eretz Yisroel, 35 minutes in fact 

equates nicely with the previously mentioned 

standard set at 8.5 degrees.  



 סימן רלה

1. Some communities had the custom to daven mariv 

before shkiya, relying on R’ Yehuda’s opinion that from 

after plag hamincha one may daven mariv.  They would 

also recite kriyas shema then even though it is not the 

correct time for kriyas shema according to the majority 

of opinions.  They did this because it was difficult for 

people to come back to shul at night for mariv and 

there were many illiterate Jews who would not daven 

mariv at all if not at that time with the tzibbur.  It is 

better to daven in such a minyan that to daven after 

tzeis hakochavim by oneself. [Mechaber 1] 

2.  One who davened mariv before tzeis hakochavim, 

ideally should recite all three parshios of kriyas shema 

after tzeis hakochavim. [MB 11] 

3. it is forbidden to begin a meal or to go to sleep1 

within a half hour of zman kriyas shema. [Mechaber 2, 

MB 17] 

4. If one appoints a ‘shomer’ to remind him to recite the 

shema, he may eat or sleep.  [MB 17] 

5. One may rely on an alarm clock in order to permit 

one to eat before reciting shema, but not for sleeping.  

[Dirshu note 33 in name of Rav S Z Auerbach zt”l] 

6.  If one began eating within a half hour of sman mariv 

and kriyas shema, he must stop and recite shema since 

it is a de’oraysa obligation.  If he began when he was 

allowed to do so and the meal carried on into the night, 

he need not stop for kriyas shema as long as he predicts 

that he will have enough time to recite shema in the 

appropriate time when the meal ends. [MB 21] 

7.  Ideally, one should daven mariv in the beginning of 

the night, but may daven until midnight.2  If one did not 

daven until midnight he may do so afterwards until 

amud hashachar but he has violated the words of the 

Chachomim. [Mechaber 3] 

8.  One who was unable to recite the shema until after 

amud hashachar may do so until sunrise.  At that time, 

one does not recite ברכת השכיבנו but does say the 

other birchos kriyas shema.  At that time, one does not 

say ברוך ה לעולם or shemone esrei. [Mechaber 4, MB 

34] 

 סימן רלו

9.  After one has responded to borchu and intends to 

daven mariv it is as if one is in the middle of birchos 

kriysa shema and may not speak. [MB 1] 

                                                           
1 See Dirshu note 25 in the name of Rav Eliyashiv zt”l who held 
that one may sleep with his head on his arms because with such 
a sleep there is no concern that he will oversleep. 
2 Halachic midnight. 

10.  One may not interrupt between the beracha of 

geula and shemone esrei of mariv.  One may however 

announce יעלה ויבא on Rosh Chodeah and the like. 

[Mechaber 2] 

11.  One who finds the tzibbur about to start shemone 

esrei of mariv should daven shemone esrei with them 

and then recite birchos kriyas shema afterwards. 

[Mechaber 3] 

12. One who comes to mariv and sees that the tzibur 

have already started; if he estimates that he can catch 

up to the tzibur by shemone esrei if he skips  'ברוך ה

 then he should do so.3 [MB 11] ,לעולם

13.   One who skipped ברוך ה' לעולם should recite it 

after mariv but without the חתימה as there is a dispute 

amongst the poskim whether one should say it at all 

after mariv. [Ibid.] 

14.  One who comes to shul and finds the tzibur 

davening mariv early and has not yet davened mincha; 

If he will be able to daven marriv later with a minyan, 

he should wait for the tzibur to start shemone esrei of 

mariv and daven his own mincha with them.4  If he will 

not be able to daven mariv later with a minyan he 

should daven mincha immediately and then daven 

shemone esrei mariv with the tzibbur and say birchos 

kriyas shema afterwards. [Ibid.] 

15.  One who davens slower than the tzibbur and 

desires to skip birchos kriyas shema in order to start 

shemone esrei with the tzibbur should not do so, and 

definitely not on a consistent basis. [Dirshu note 30] 

 סימן רלז

16.  One who davens mariv twice, once for the mariv 

obligation and another for tashlumin of mincha, does 

not recite tachanun, even if davening before shekiya. 

[MB 2] 

17.  Some kehillos have the custom to recite  שיר

 before mariv. [Ibid.] ...המעלות הנה ברכו

 סימן רלח

18.  One must be very careful to set aside time to learn 

at night for the night was created in order to allow one 

to learn. [Mechaber 1, MB 1] 

19.  Any house within which there is no Torah learning 

heard at night is placing itself in danger. [MB 2] 

20.  Even though one fulfills the mitzvah of Talmud 

Torah when learning alone, one should endeavor to 

3 See Dirshu note 27 whether one should skip השכיבינו in order 

to make tefillah betzibbur. 
4 It appears that one can fulfill tefillah betzibbur even if he 
tzibbur is davening a different tefillah.  See Dirshu note 29. 
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learn in a group because doing so increases kavod 

Shamayim. [Dirshu note 2 from the Biur Halacha 155:1] 

21.  There is a dispute whether one should learn  תורה

 ,at night.  However, even those who are stringent שבכתב

do not hold that there is an issur to learn תורה שבכתב at 

night, just that it is preferable to learn it during the 

daytime. [Shar HaTziyun 1] 

 
    

 The Weekly Mussar  
Adapted from the sefer ְתׁשּוָבה  ְלדֹוְפֵקי בִּ

RAMBAM HILCHOS TESHUVAH

 We do not make a brachah before doing teshuvah. 

There are a number of reasons mentioned to explain 

why there is no brachah required:  

1) We explained earlier that teshuvah has to emanate 

from within; one should not tell Hashem vetzivanu la’asos 

teshuvah You have commanded us to do teshuvah. That 

would imply that I am only doing teshuvah since it is a 

command but not that I see a personal need to erase my 

past aveiros. Therefore, there is no place to say a 

brachah before doing teshuvah.  

2) We do not make a brachah on a mitzvah that came 

about through an aveirah (like returning a stolen object). 

Likewise, teshuvah is being done due to an aveirah, and 

therefore there is no brachah being said on it.  

3) We do not make a brachah on something that can be 

done in one’s heart (like bitul chometz), and since 

teshuvah can be done mentally in one’s heart there is no 

brachah being said.  

4) Teshuvah is not an obligatory mitzvah but a mitzvah 

kiyumis (voluntary mitzvah), whereby one who does 

teshuvah is fulfilling a mitzvah). Thus, there is no brachah 

required.  

5) Perhaps there is some flaw in the person’s teshuvah, 

which means it might not be accepted to Hashem. 

Therefore, just like we don’t make a brachah before 

giving tzedakah to a poor person since he might not 

accept the money, we, too, can’t make a brachah on 

doing teshuvah, as it might not get accepted.  

6) In order to do a proper teshuvah one has to take 

Hashem Himself as a witness that he will never return to 

this aveirah. Since this is a very high level of a serious 

commitment to teshuvah, we are afraid that we have not 

yet reached that level, and we therefore do not make a 

brachah.  

7) Also, for the reason that teshuvah does not depend 

on any specific time or place, and one is always 

encouraged to engage in teshuvah, there is no brachah 

upon doing teshuvah (1:11). 
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