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What Time does the Taanis
Start?
Rav Moshe Boruch Kaufman, Machon Aleh Zayis

The exact time of dawn, alos hashachar

(alos for short), is subject to debate
and has many halachic ramifications. The basic dispute is
whether the time is a fixed number of minutes before sunrise or
if it fluctuates based on season and latitude. The opinion that it
is fixed is commonly referred to as the “72 minute” zman; the
view that it varies is referred to as “degrees” or “16.1” (the
number of degrees).

The calculation based on degrees is not a modern innovation,
as some propose. It is clearly the opinion of the Gra and the Baal
Hatanya. It was developed in great detail by Rav
Aryeh Leib Lipkin zt”] in his sefer Or Hayom (newly
published by this author, Aleh Zayis edition in
5784). Rav Lipkin received much of the information
from his father Rav Yedidya Lipkin [brother of Rav
Yisrael Salanter]|, who no doubt learned this derech
from the Gra. The Maharshag (1:21, 2:34) also
follows this opinion, explaining that the Gra and the
Baal Hatanya were the most proficient in the science
of astronomy in their day.

Today, in Eretz Yisrael, all zmanim are calculated
by degrees. In the United States, however, the fixed
72-minute interval is used in many calendars, despite the rulings
of Rav Dovid Feinstein and Rav Shlomo Miller that degrees is
the correct method.

The question is arguably most relevant when

calculating the start of a taanis. It is especially
significant on Asarah B'Teves, as alos is late and many people
wish to eat or drink beforehand. Additionally, at this time of year
the discrepancy between the two opinions is substantial.
According to the fixed zman, alos is 6:06 a.m. (in Lakewood).
Based on the degrees calculation, however, alos is 5:51 a.m. - 15
minutes earlier.

Note: Eating/drinking before alos has conditions: A meal
(bread or a large amount of mezonos) should not be eaten within
half an hour before alos. In addition, one must stipulate before
going to sleep that he plans to awaken early to eat and does not
undertake the fast by going to sleep.

The most ardent defendant
of the fixed
interval is Rav Henoch Padua of London. In 1968 he wrote a

72-minute

ST

aov

Rav Henoch Padwa zt”]

kuntres (later printed in his Teshuvos Cheishev Ha'eifod) to Rav
Meir Posen explaining the fixed 72-minute zman for alos.
According to Rabbeinu Tam, the Gemara (Pesachim 93b) equates
the respective intervals of the morning and evening twilight
periods. Tzeis hakochavim according to Rabbeinu Tam is a fixed
72 minutes after shkiya; it follows that alos is a fixed 72 minutes
before neitz. Rav Padua’s intention was to establish a stringency.
He ruled that one should not daven shacharis more than 72
minutes before sunrise which in England can be very late.

This application, however, is only true

according to Rabbeinu Tam’s interpretation
of the Gemara. According to the Gra, the two intervals do not
align; the period between dawn and sunrise is longer than the
period between sunset and nightfall. Therefore, one can only
follow Rabbeinu Tam’s opinion for alos if he follows Rabbeinu
Tam’s approach overall. One who uses other zmanim
for nightfall (e.g. 40-50 minutes after sunset) loses
Rav Padua’s argument.

Many who follow Rabbeinu Tam’s

opinion of a fixed 72 minutes at
night follow it as a stringency only (e.g. when ending
Shabbos, reciting Krias Shema or Sefiras Haomer).
When it is a leniency, many adhere to the opinion of
the Gra even for mitzvos d’rabbanan.

In the context of nightfall, Rabbeinu Tam’s
72-minutes is usually a stringency, in contrast to
the Gra’s opinion that night falls much earlier.
Regarding alos, the opposite is true. The Gra’s zman for alos is
often earlier than Rabbeinu Tam’s. Starting the fast 72-minutes
before sunrise, following Rabbeinu Tam, is a leniency, as the Gra
maintains that the fast begins earlier. Rav Padua’s argument,
therefore, can only be applied to those who follow the 72-minute
zman even to be lenient.

Keeping to Rabbeinu Tam’s alos also requires one to

fast until 72 minutes after sunset. One who eats until
72 minutes before sunrise attests that the Gemara’s 72-minute
shiur is fixed even when it is a leniency. According to this Gemara,
the interval is the same at nightfall. He may not end the fast 40-
50 minutes after sunset, since he established the beginning of
his day at the fixed 72 minutes. Breaking one’s fast before 72
minutes is permitted only by the Gra’s understanding of the
Gemara.

In conclusion, one who eats in the morning until Rabbeinu
Tam’s fixed 72-minutes and eats in the evening based on the Gra’s
astronomical adjustment of the zmanim is doing contradictory
actions and in effect has not fasted according to either opinion.
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