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The Rabbinic New Moon Procedure
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The Rabbinic procedure for determining the new moon and the beginning of the month is described in detail in Mishnah Rosh Ha-Shanah. Unlike the ancient lunar calendars of Mesopotamia, Greece, and elsewhere, which were always determined or at least controlled by political rulers (kings, archons, ruling priesthoods, etc.), the rabbinic calendar is presented as controlled, rather uniquely, by a rabbinic court devoid of any political status. The procedures of this court are strictly judicial, although on closer analysis 'quasi-judicial' would be more accurate. Rabbinic sources present this court as holding a monopoly over the Jewish calendar, although this is most unlikely to have been a historical reality. During the Second Temple period, the Jewish calendar in Judaea was most likely controlled by the High Priest. After the end of the Temple and the high priesthood, control of the calendar would have been taken over by the city councils of Judaea/Palestine. It is against these political authorities that the rabbis, with their own calendrical court and their re-definition of calendar control as a purely judicial procedure, were competing. Whether or not the rabbinic court functioned as effectively as described in the Mishnah, it represented an attempt to subvert political power in favour of the rabbinic leaders.
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