
The four special Shabbatot:  
Shekalim, Zakhor, Parah, and HaHodesh 

 

As Purim and Passover approach four special Torah and Haftarah readings are added to the 
weekly lectionary of the Torah.  They are called the Arba Parshiyot  (four Torah portions). 

The first of these Shabbatot is Shabbat Shekalim which is read on the Shabbat prior to or on 
Rosh Hodesh Adar or in a leap year Rosh Hodesh Adar Sheni (Second Adar). The reading is of the 
census in the Wilderness of Sinai conducted by Moses by means of each Israeli giving a half-
Shekel and the counting the Shekalim. ((Shemot 30:11-16). In later times the Shekalim were 
used for the purchase of the communal sacrifice offered morning and evening. 

The second Shabbat is Zakhor (Deuteronomy 25:17-19) it is read on the Shabbat preceding the 
holiday of Purim:                                                  

17) Remember what Amalek did unto you by the way as you came out of Egypt.                       
18) How he met you by the way, and killed your stragglers, all that were weak in your rear, 
when you were faint and weary: and he did not fear God.                                          19) 
Therefore it shall be, when the Lord your God has given you rest from all your enemies around, 
in the land which the Lord your god dives you for an inheritance to possess it, that you shall 
blot out the remembrance of Amalek from under heaven; you shall not forget. 

The tie-in to Purim is that in the Haftarah First Samuel 15:2-34 King Saul makes war on the 
Amalekites and captures their King Agag.  Since in the book of Esther read on Purim, the villain 
Haman is referred to as “The Agagi” he is thought to be a descendant of the king of the 
Amalekites.  So to blot out the remembrance of Amalek whenever Haman’s name is mentioned 
in the reading of the Megillah the custom became to use noisemakers to drown out the hearing 
of his name. 

The third special Shabbat is Shabbat Parah (The Red Heifer) (Numbers 19:1-22).                    
This Shabbat  falls on the Shabbat prior to Shabbat HaHodesh which is either on Rosh Hodesh 
Nisan, or the Shabbat prior to it  The Torah reading for Shabbat Parah,  deals with the red 
heifer whose ashes were combined with water to ritually purify anyone who had been in 
contact with a dead person. Because only people who were pure could eat from the Passover 
sacrifice, a public announcement right before Nisan reminded anyone who had become impure 
to purify themselves before making the Passover pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  

In the haftarah for Parashat Parah, Ezekiel berates the people for defiling the House of Israel, 
and taking God’s name in vain. Their disrespect for God caused their exile and dispersion.  
There is a slight difference in the reading between the Ashkenazim and the Sefardimin the 
verses of the Haftarah.  Ashkenaz custom is Ezekiel 36:16-38 Sefardim only read up to Ezekiel 
36:36. 

Shabbat HaHodesh is last of the four special Shabbatot usually coming on the last Shabbat of 
Adar I or II, this year falls on Rosh Hodeah Nisan.  The special Torah reading is Exodus 12:1-20.  
In it Moses and Aaron are told that the numbering of the months is to begin on Hodesh Nisan as 



the first of the year.  The commandment is also given for the Passover as it is to be observed in 
the Land of Egypt with the lamb taken on the tenth of the month and for the sacrifice to be 
done on the eve of the fifteenth. 

The people are people are commanded to take the blood of the lamb and put it on their 
doorposts. Then, they must roast the meat over fire and eat it. Whatever is left after the 
family is finished eating should be burned completely. The blood on the doorposts acts as a 
marker, so that when the angel of death comes to kill all of the first born men in Egypt, he 
knows to skip over the Israelite houses. This Torah portion anticipates Passover, which is only a 
few weeks away.  

We also read a special haftarah on Shabbat HaHodesh, taken from the book of Ezekiel. In the 
haftarah, Ezekiel explains a new paschal offering that will be sacrificed in the future, in the 
time of the third Temple.  Once again there is a difference between the haftarah as it is read 
by Sefardim and Ashkenazim.   

Sefardim read Ezekiel 45:16-46:15  

Ashkenazim read Ezekiel 45:18-46:18 

These differences in the haftarot go back to the different customs of the Yeshivot in Israel and 
in Babylonia even between the differences between the Yeshivot of Sura and Pumbedita. 

 

                      

     

 

  

  

  

 

 


