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When the Women Refused to strip off their Finery – 

Rosh Hodesh Elul Drash
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In the desert sojourn, Rosh Hodesh Elul marks the shift from G-d’s condemnation, after the sin of the Golden Calf, to Return (Teshuva), culminating on the Tenth of Tishrei when Moshe descended the Mount with the new Tablets to see the people on Yom Kippur wrapped in contrition.  Yet that Rosh Hodesh also marks a special privilege bestowed on the women.  We are all familiar with the minhag that women are exempt from work (malakha) on Rosh Hodesh because they did not participate in the Sin of the Golden Calf.  But we rarely ask the question why.  What held the women back from the idolatrous revelry?  Is there an intrinsic relationship between their piety then and celebrating the New Moon?  The Taz and the Beit Yosef, in their commentary on the Shulhan Arukh (Orah Haim 417:1) suggest that Rosh Hodesh was originally intended as a Yom Tov for both men and women but, because the men sinned, the women exclusively retained the exemption from melakha.  The midrashim, on the other hand, suggest that the women were inherently more reverent.

According to Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer (from hereon PRE), chapter 46, Aharon concocted a series of delay tactics when the Israelites appealed to him: “Come, make us a god who shall go before us” (Ex. 32:1).  

Aharon deliberated, saying to himself:  If I say to them ‘give me your silver and gold’, they will immediately bring it to me.  But if I say give me the rings of your wives, your sons and your daughters, the whole project will fail, as it says,  “And Aharon said: ‘Take off the gold rings that are on the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters…’” (Ex. 32:2).  The women heard and refused, unwilling to give over their rings to their husband.  Instead they rebuked them, saying, “To make an idol and a molten image, that has no power to save! No we will not heed you (lo nishm’a lakhem).”

And the Holy-One-blessed-be-He gave them their reward in this world, for they are to observe the New Moon (celebrations) more than the men.  And He gave them a reward in the World-to-Come, for they will be renewed in the Future like the New Moon, as it says, “He satisfies you with good things in your finery/prime of life (‘edyekh) ‘so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s” (Psalm 103:5). (PRE 46, my translation)
.
The men, frustrated, then offered their own jewels, as it says, “And all the people took off the gold rings that were in their ears (oznei’hem, i.e. the masculine possessive pronoun)” (Ex. 32:3).  One might suppose that the reason the women refused to give up their rings was because they were possessive over their finery, but they did not hesitate in contributing generously towards the making of the Tabernacle (cf. Ex. 35:22).  The parallel midrashic sources suggest that the women’s refusal, rather, stemmed from their greater piety.  They are to be identified with the “Righteous Women of the Exodus”.  

In the Tanhuma’s version of the tale, Aharon first asked for the women’s rings because he knew they’d resist, having uniquely witnessed G-d’s hand in history:

“And the nation saw that Moshe was delayed” (Ex. 32:1)…Aharon said to them, “‘Take off the gold rings that are on the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters…’” (Ex. 32:2).  He demanded something difficult of them, for the women would delay, having seen the wonders and miracles that the Holy One blessed be He had done for that in Egypt, at the Sea, and at Sinai…(Tanhuma, Ki Tissa 19, my translation).

Yet had the men not seen those miracles as well?  The wonders are an allusion to the divine involvement in the Israelites’ uncanny fertility, in which the women played no small part.  According to the well-known aggadah in the Talmud (Sotah 11b), the women resisted the Egyptian decrees intended to discourage their procreation, and met their husbands in the fields, seducing them there.  Later, they returned to the fields to give birth, where G-d played the midwife and even the nursemaid to the foundlings.  On this basis, R. ‘Avira taught: “On account of the Righteous Women of the Exodus, the Israelites were redeemed from Egypt.”


The midrash Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer (PRE 41) has adopted this same characterization of the women’s greater inherent piety, even extending it to the experience of Matan Torah:

Rabbi Pinhas says:  on the eve of the Sabbath Israel stood at Har Sinai arrayed in rows, the men alone and the women alone.  The Holy One blessed be He said to Moshe:  Go, and speak to the daughters of Israel.  Ask them whether they will accept the Torah, for it is customary for men to follow the opinion of their wives, as it says “’Thus shall you say to the house of Jacob (beit Ya’akov)”, that is the women), “and declare to the children of Israel (bnei Yisrael)”, that is the men (Ex. 19:3).  They (the women) all answered with one voice, “All that G-d  said we will do and we will hear (Na’aseh ve’Nishm’a) (Ex. 24:7). (PRE 41, my translation).

Now in what way does this experience at Matan Torah set the precedent for the non-compliance of the women with their husbands at the Sin of the Golden Calf?  The men certainly did not follow their wives’ advice then, nor did they listen to their harsh rebuke, “To make an idol and a molten image, that has no power to save! No we will not heed you (lo nishm’a lakhem)” (PRE 41).  Because they were deeply bound by the promise to G-d, “Na’aseh ve’Nishm’a” they did not comply with the idol-making of their men, “lo nishm’a lakhem”.  


Yet how are their first commitment and their later resistance related to Rosh Hodesh?  I suggest that the link, both in the halachic custom and in the reward “in the World-to-Come”, hinges on the poetic imagery and word-play in the verse from Psalms, used as the prooftext in PRE 45.  “He satisfies you with good things in your finery/prime of life (batov ‘edyekh) ‘so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s” (Psalm 103:5).  The Hebrew “batov ‘edyekh” is translated by the NJPS as “the prime of life”, but the midrash intends a double entendre – the term serves as an allusion both to “’ed”, the woman’s ‘time’, that is her fertile youth, and to her ornaments or finery, “’edi”.  In Ezekiel the same word play on ‘the woman’s youth’ and her jewels or finery is implied, “And you attained to womanhood/came in your finery (ba’adi ‘adayim)” (Ezek. 16:7), and “I decked you out in finery/set your time” (ibid., v. 11).   In the context of the Golden Calf, the women refrained from contributing their rings, in other words ‘edyan (their finery), as Aharon had commanded the men to demand of them (Ex. 32: 2-3).  Later, in a state of mourning as a response to consequences of the sin, the people stripped off their finery (‘edyam) (Ex. 33:6).  Yet, assuming consistency in the midrashic motif, the women in not having participated in the sin, retained their finery. According to the Talmud, these were the crowns that the Israelites had gained with their declaration Na’aseh veNishm’a upon receiving the Torah (Shabbat 88a).  Because the women did not contribute their jewels to the making of the molten calf, they maintained a loyalty to the original theophany at Sinai; they never stripped off their crowns.  The jewels of their words bound them.  They were thus rewarded with Rosh Hodesh in this World.  The moon, with its waxing and waning, is the ultimate symbol of continuity through nature despite the vicissitudes of time.  The gift is an expression of the women’s fidelity and their unique relationship to cyclical time as sacred, marked by the renewal of the moon.

The significance of the reward in the World to Come is reinforced by the image of the eagle shedding its plumage (Psalm 103:5).  The eagle was thought to regain its youth by moulting its feathers (cf. Isa. 40:31).  For women in the End of Days, the ‘stripping of their finery’ is not a sign of deprivation or mourning, but a symbol of reclaimed youth.  Like the Phoenix rising, woman will be rejuvenated, return to Eve’s pre-lapsarian state in the Garden of Eden, free of withering skin, fading eye-sight, and brittle bones, all the shackles of mortality that flesh is heir to.  The midrash has ingeniously laid out a series of poetic associations.  Because the women refused to give up their jewels, ‘edyan, for the sake of idolatry in the past, they were rewarded through the celebration of the New Moon in present time, mo’ed “in this World”, and also beyond time, in “the World to Come”, la’ed (eternal time).  Then they will be renewed with a return to their pristine state, repossessing the original finery, “in the glory of your finery/time (‘edyekh), your youth renewed like an eagle” (Ps. 103:5), when “the light of the moon shall become like the light of the sun” (Isa. 30:26), with the renewal of the Heavens and the Earth.  This Rosh Hodesh Elul, I would like to bless all of you with Return (Teshuva) as re-claiming the fidelity of the women’s piety in the desert sojourn.  May we be worthy of their legacy of their jewels.

PAGE  
4

