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Shabbat HaChodesh, which occurs either on Rosh Chodesh Nisan or on the Shabbat immediately preceding it, is the last 
of the four special Shabbatot between the first of Adar and the first of Nisan. Nisan 1 is the beginning of the Jewish 
liturgical year, and the reign of kings was also calculated from that date. In addition, it is the first new moon of spring, 
the time of awakening. The month of Nisan has four additional names: Rosh Chodeshim (Head of Months), Chodesh Ha-
Aviv (Month of Spring), Chodesh HaRishon (The First Month), Chodesh HaGeulah (Month of the Redemption). It is 
assigned to the Tribe of Judah, who inherited the kingship and from whom the Messiah is to come; and according to the 
Talmud, Abraham, Isaac, and Jakob all were born and died during the month of Nisan. Many other events took place 
during Nisan, including the inauguration of the mishkan, the death of Miriam, the splitting of the Sea of Reeds, the 
defeat of Jericho, the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, and many of the events surrounding the holiday of Purim. Talmud 
Tractate Rosh HaShanah 11a: “In Nisan our forefathers were redeemed from Egypt and in Nisan we will be redeemed.”  
Continuing the theme of last week’s special readings for Shabbat Parah, which deal with the purification rites in 
conjunction with the ashes of the rare red cow, our parashah discusses the laws for two kinds of impurity: childbirth and 
a variety of skin diseases known collectively as tzara’at, which will be featured in next week’s parashah. In the spirit of 
Pesach, here are four questions relating to childbirth that plague many of us today: Why should a woman be impure 
after giving birth? Why should her time of impurity be twice as long for a girl? Why is conceiving the same as “producing 
seed?” Isn’t this all just one more example of the misogyny that still pervades some areas of Judaism? The simple 
answer to the fourth question would be a resounding YES; but that is just one possibility, as Jewish tradition allows for 
many answers encompassing a variety of interpretations. So now, let’s unpack the word for conception, which comes 
from the root ז -ר -ע, which means to sow. Medieval commentator Ibn Ezra citing Genesis 1:11: “… because in her 
reproductive function [a woman] resembles the earth. … The sages of Greece are of this opinion: that the woman 
contains the seed, while the man’s sperm is a congealing agent, and that children are congealed from the blood of the 
woman.” Talmud tractate Niddah contains some equally fanciful notions about female and male anatomical functions 
and about what determines a baby’s gender. Based on their understanding of genital secretions, Talmudic and medieval 
commentators postulate that if the woman “emits her seed” first, the child will be male (i.e., if she has an orgasm first). 
But why should childbirth produce impurity at all? Misogynic answers include declaring that both menstrual blood and 
the blood of childbirth are punishments for Eve’s sin. Niddah 31b states that during the pain of childbirth a woman will 
undoubtedly curse her husband for having had sex with her, but forgive him faster if the child is a male. Hence, she must 
bring an offering for violating her oath, because she will certainly have sex with her husband again; and her time of 
isolation is shorter for a boy because boys are preferred over girls. An equally galling opinion in this section that is based 
on the words for male and female, states that while a man can provide for himself, a woman comes into the world 
“empty.” These are just a small sampling of the naive pronouncements that have been a source of bitterness and 
frustration for centuries. So now, let’s look for a silver lining. Given that impurity results from contact with death, it is 
easy to understand how the discharge of the placenta after childbirth renders the mother impure. On another positive 
note, the purification rituals following the birth of boys and girls are identical, which means that there is at least a 
modicum of equality. The common denominator is blood, which the Torah and later commentaries treat with utmost 
reverence. Blood is associated with life and belongs solely to HaShem, which is why the laws of kashrut strictly prohibit 
eating it. This is also why in Temple times blood purged all forms ritual impurity, expiated sin, warded off harm (during 
the final plague), and underscored investitures and covenantal rituals. Today we still honor the significance of blood 
when we circumcise our infant boys and eat kosher meat. Against this background, the intrinsic holiness in pregnancy 
and birth, as well as in death, illness, and health is evident. Another important reason for the longer period of isolation 
after the birth of a girl, was concern for the baby’s welfare. In the ancient world, girls were expendable, and in times of 
need, they were often abandoned and left to die, or even killed right after birth. The longer time of isolation allowed 
mother and child to bond and ensured that the child was protected and well cared for. And as anyone who has given 
birth knows, a period of isolation after childbirth allows the mother to rest and recuperate from the ordeal, which was 
far more painful and dangerous for our ancestors than it is today. Seen in this light, these laws are another powerful 
illustration of how the precepts of our Torah radically differ from the practices of the surrounding pagan cultures in that 
they ensure the wellbeing of all of HaShem’s creation. And although its treatment of women is a far cry from our own 
Western, liberal mores, the Torah’s bold departure from the prevailing norm offers a blueprint for the future.    
 
Shabbat shalom!   


