Mar Cheshvan – Winter's Pesach

The month of Cheshvan that is currently approaching has an interesting 'nickname'. It is called 'Mar Cheshvan'. The are a few different meanings for the word 'Mar' in Hebrew. Rabbi Efrati the editor of Hayom Hashvii told me that the word 'Mar', in respect of Cheshvan has to do with a Pasuk in Yeshayahu where the word 'Mar' has a meaning of a drop of rancid water. The Pasuk starts with the words “Hen Goyim K'Mar M'Dli”, meaning that the Goyim who disregard Hashem are like a rancid drop of water (K'Mar) that eats away at the bottom of a wooden pail  'Dli'. Rabbi Efrati explained to me that Cheshvan is called 'Mar' Cheshvan since this is the period of the first drops of rain.

Another meaning which is suggested is that the word 'Mar' can be translated to either  'Mister' or 'Master'. This meaning might have to with the fact that Cheshvan follows the most celebrated month in the Jewish calendar Tishrei. In Tishrei we celebrated Rosh Hashana, Tzom Gedalya, Yom Kippur, Succot and Shemini Atzeret/Simchat Torah. Therefore we can suggest that Cheshvan which follows such a populous month of holidays needs some boost to remind us of that Cheshvan is an important month in the year as are all months individually. Therefore it is named 'Mister/Master Cheshvan' to keep us aware of its importance.

There is a third meaning to the name 'Mar' which I would like to dwell upon. This meaning translates the word 'Mar' to mean bitter. The reason mentioned why Cheshvan is called a 'bitter' month is that it is the only month in the Jewish calendar without any special days, whether holidays or fast days. My question is why should a month without any special days be called a 'bitter' month? 

I think the answer can be found by citing a holiday where bitterness is mentioned specifically. That holiday is Pesach, the holiday where we eat 'Maror' during the Seder. Maror is translated to mean 'bitter herbs'. The reason we eat Maror at the Seder is to remind us that the Egyptians made our lives bitter during our slavery in their country. One way of explaining what caused the bitterness of our lives in Egypt  is based on the words of Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzatto (The Ramchal) in his classic Mussar Sefer “Path of the Just” (Messilat Yesharim).   

The Ramchal's explanation in his Sefer compares the Pharoh's plan of slavery in Egypt to the Yetzer Hara of a person. Pharoh's plan was to keep the Jews so constantly  busy that they wouldn't have time to reflect on their lives and their relationship with Hashem. The Ramchal says that the way Pharoh worked is the same way a person's Yetzer Hara works, by constantly bombarding a person so that he won't have any time to stop, think and reflect on where his life is going. 

In other words, the bitterness in the life of the Jews in Egypt was that they got no rest from their work, they were constantly bombarded by the Egyptians so they would not have a minute to themselves to sit back and reflect about who they are and where their lives were leading them.

This concept of bitterness in our lives in Egypt is the same concept of bitterness which we can find in the name of the 'Mar' Cheshvan. As we mentioned before the month of Tishrei is full of many commemorations and celebrations. We are given much time to reflect on our lives and on our relationship with Hashem. Then after reaching such a high level of spirituality, we are suddenly whipped into a month where everyday is just like the next. No special time to remind us of our connection to Hashem, no special fast to let us reflect on our lives. Just the regular day to day drudge of working for our livelihood, as we all know seems to take about 25 hours a day 8 days a week. 

So, after the sweetness of being connected to Hashem during the month of Tishrei, Cheshvan comes along as a 'bitter' anti-climax. Actually I think that the name of 'Mar Cheshvan' is to warn us away from these thoughts of  bitterness which would seem natural at this point of the year. This is because in reality everyday is a day we must fight our Yetzer Hara's bombardment. We must stand strong even during these 'regular' days of the human rat race and remember everyday that Hashem is with us, help us lead our lives and giving us our livelihood.

This concept of living above the 'bitter' life in Cheshvan coincides with the second meaning of the word 'Mar' that we mentioned before. We translated the word Mar to  mean either Master or Mister. In Cheshvan where there aren't any milestones to help  us along, it is our responsibility to be our own 'Master' and not let the Yetzer Hara become our Master.  

At this point we can now really appreciate the idea of Rabbi Efrati, that the word 'Mar' means the first drops of water of the winter. As we noted before that the Pasuk in Yeshayahu compares the Goyim who disregard Hashem to the rancid drop of water that eats away at the wooden pail. We must note that wood signifies the Torah as it says in the Pasuk 'The Torah is the tree of life to those who grasp it'. If a person lets his Yetzer Hara overcome him during this month without any special days and puts his mundane day to day routine of work before his relationship with Hashem, he is allowing the drops of water which signify Hashem's control of the world to become rancid, till they eat away and leave a big hole in his wooden pail – in his Torah - making it useless. 

