RABBI SHMUEL GOLDIN
FACULTY, OU ISRAEL
RABBI EMERITUS, CONGREGATION AHAVATH TORAH, ENGLEWOOD NJ

The Mystery
of Rosh
Chodesh

You may have never noticed, but Rosh
Chodesh is something of a mystery.

What exactly is the nature of this monthly
occasion? How does it fit into the parameters
that usually define special occasions on the
calendar? Is Rosh Chodesh to be treated as a
festival, or an ordinary weekday?

Strangely, the picture that emerges from the
practices of Rosh Chodesh is, at first glance,
confounding and contradictory.

Consider the evidence:

In contrast to Shabbat and festivals, melacha
is permitted on Rosh Chodesh.

At the same time, some scriptural and
Talmudic sources do obliquely indicate that
Rosh Chodesh is not to be viewed as a full-
fledged workday. This potential limitation
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on Rosh Chodesh melacha does not emerge
from the Biblical sources prohibiting mela-
cha on Shabbat and festivals. It is instead
of rabbinic derivation, based on a tradition
unique to Rosh Chodesh; a singular rela-
tionship between Jewish women and the
occasion.

According to the Midrash, women pres-
ent during the Revelation at Sinai refused
to surrender their jewelry toward the sinful
creation of the Golden Calf. In stark con-
trast, a short time later, these same women
eagerly donated their possessions toward the
construction of the Mishkan, the portable
sanctuary in the desert.

As the Mishkan was erected on Rosh Cho-
desh, Hashem designated Rosh Chodesh as a
holiday for women, a reward for the actions
of their ancestors.

While this tradition does not give rise to a
firm halachic mandate, in various communi-
ties women do abstain to some extent from
work, particularly menial labor, on Rosh
Chodesh.

As on other celebratory calendar occasions.
fasting, eulogies and other sorrowful activities
are proscribed on Rosh Chodesh.

Nonetheless, while some authorities recom-
mend marking Rosh Chodesh with a festive
meal, as is done on Shabbat and full festivals,
on Rosh Chodesh such a celebration is not
obligatory.

A portion of Torah text outlining the Rosh
Chodesh offerings brought to Temple is read
on Rosh Chodesh.



Once again, however, mystery emerges.
The Rosh Chodesh reading mirrors that of
chol hamo’ed, the intermediate days of the
festivals, when four individuals receive aliyot
(are called to the Torah). This contrasts with
weekdays, when three individuals are called;
full festivals, when five individuals are called;
and Shabbat, when seven individuals receive
aliyot.

Adjustments are also made to the daily ser-
vices through the omission of specific somber
prayers and the inclusion of other passages
appropriate to the occasion- such as Hallel
(Psalms 113-118).

A significant difference, however, exists
between the Hallel on year-round festivals
and the Hallel on Rosh Chodesh. While
the rabbis debate whether the year-round
requirement is of biblical or rabbinic deriva-
tion, all agree to its obligatory nature.

In contrast, the Talmud clearly indicates
that the practice of reciting Hallel on Rosh
Chodesh originates as a minhag, a popular
custom.

To reflect this distinction, Psalms 115: 1-15
and 116:1-15 are omitted from the Rosh Cho-
desh Hallel, resulting in what is colloquially
referred to as a half-Hallel.

A Musaf (additional) offering, otherwise
exclusive to Shabbat and festivals, was brought
on Rosh Chodesh during Temple times.

Consequently, a Musaf Amida focusing on
that Temple ritual is recited on Rosh Chodesh,
as on Shabbat and festivals, after the morning
service.

Perhaps the clearest indication of the unique,
seemingly self-contradictory nature of Rosh
Chodesh can be seen in its effect on the daily
mitzva of wearing Tefillin.

Noting that Tefillin and Shabbat are each

described in the Torah as an ot, a sign of the
relationship between the Jew and Hashem,
the rabbis mandate the suspension of the
mitzva of Tefillin on Shabbat and yom tov.
Days that are intrinsically “signs,” the author-
ities argue, do not require the additional sign
of Tefillin.

On Rosh Chodesh, however, an unusual
pattern emerges. Tefillin are worn - as on

weekdays - during the morning service,
the recitation of Hallel, and the reading of
the Torah. They are then removed in most
communities, however, before the recitation
of the Musaf amida.

Thus, during the first portions of the morn-
ing service on Rosh Chodesh, we wear the

Tefillin as if it were a weekday, while
during the concluding sections we remove
them, as if it were Shabbat or a festival.

When all is said and done, therefore, we are
left with a mystery. Our tradition seems intent
on producing a day that is neither ordinary
nor extraordinary, but something in between;
a day which is neither a secular nor a festive
occasion, but an amalgam of both.

Why does halacha create a monthly calen-
dar event marked by such ambiguity?

Perhaps we can suggest that Rosh Chodesh
earns its singular status from the pivotal role
that it plays in the flow of our year.

Rosh Chodesh is not a full festival, yet it
serves as the “driver” of all the year’s festivals.
The very convening of Rosh Chodesh itself
determines the days on which the upcoming
calendar occasions will be marked.

Rosh Chodesh is thus designed to serve as
an enabler, a critical calendar component
that finds its ultimate importance, not in its
own celebration, but in the occasions that
flow from its observance. Rosh Chodesh does
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not rise to the level of a Yom Tov; yet, absent
Rosh Chodesh, all the year’s events, joyous
and solemn, would not occur.

Like all enablers, while Rosh Chodesh
passes without great “personal” commotion,
it quietly resonates with the power of all it
brings into existence.

Perhaps that’s the point.

Once a month, on days meant to be marked
by personal introspection, Hashem chal-
lenges us to recognize and value the quiet
enablers in our midst. He calls on us to truly
“see” those individuals whose contributions,
though neither public nor prominent, serve
as catalysts for the achievements of others.

And, perhaps, on Rosh Chodesh He wants
us to go one step further: to recognize our
own value as potential enablers. He beckons
us to accept and to teach our children that
we don’t always need to be center stage; that
great, sometimes the greatest, rewards can
be found in helping others reach their goals.

For, like Rosh Chodesh, all enablers absorb
and carry with them pieces of the accomplish-
ments that they help produce, enriching their
own lives beyond measure. m

Rabbi Goldin is the author of the
OU Press volumes "Unlocking the Torah Text,
and "Unlocking the Haggada."
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Do you have a life insurance policy you:
« No longer want?
» No longer need?
« Can no longer afford the premium?
« Could you use extra money
instead of keeping your policy?
| can guarantee that if you qualify with the

underwriting process | can get you more money
than if you cash it in with the company.
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FOR SALE IN JERUSALEM

IN OLD KATAMON
(KAF TET BENOVEMBER)
Small boutique building, 4-room + study/
clinic (on ground floor), 3rd floor, elevator,
beautiful balcony, nicely designed & kept,
sunny, 3 exposures, private parking, near
quality schools, synagogues, playgrounds,
shops. Exclusive! Moshe 053-6305725

IN GIVAT MASSUAH
Beautiful 5.5-room apt., 130 sqm, large
Sukkah balcony with a lovely view, plus a
charming small garden, private entrance,
quiet, peaceful street, nice building,
large secure room (mamad) & storage,

2 parking spots, option for a rental unit,
studio, office, or clinic. Close to top-rated
schools, public transportation, parks,
nature trails, Malha Mall, Teddy, Hadassah,
Begin Highway Exclusive! Galit 053-7626217

APARTMENT IN HAR NOF
Fully renovated, 5-room, 116 sqm, offering
exceptional lifestyle, spacious living room,
sukkah, and more. Perfect location - near
park & playground,schools & kindergartens,
community and commercial centers, and
public transport. Ideal for those seeking
quality living in a desirable neighborhood.
Exclusive! Itsik 055-4318147

FOR SALE IN GUSH ETZION

IN ALON SHVUT
A beautiful 4-room garden apartment,
well kept & designed, large sunny terrace
garden with pergola - enabling use all year.
Near synagogue & kindergartens, warm
& rich community life. Serious to sell!
Exclusive! Sigalit 053630-2548

3 Moshe Hess St. Jerusalem
0778038511
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