Working on Rosh Chodesh

The mishna describes that originally the beit din would light bonfires to announce the date of rosh chodesh. The gemara details that they would light a fire if the outgoing month was deficient (29 days), but not if it was a full month (30 days). The Rabbis chose this system as opposed to lighting the fire only on full months. If they did it that way, the gemara explains (23a), people would only find out the correct date of rosh chodesh after the second day, causing people not to work for two days instead of just one.
Rashi and Tosafot argue over how to understand this gemara. Rashi says we are worried about having people unnecessarily keep two days of Rosh Hashana, causing them not to work for two days, when sometimes Rosh Hashana is only one day.  Tosafot disagrees and says that this problem exists with every month on rosh chodesh. Specifically, there is a custom for women to refrain from some work on rosh chodesh. Tosafot quotes a medrash that because the women, as opposed to the men, didn’t participate in the egel hazahav, Hashem rewarded them with a holiday of their own, rosh chodesh. According to this explanation of Tosafot, the Rabbis chose the system of bonfires as they did to not prevent the women from doing work when they otherwise could.

The Ritva in masechet Megilla (22b) explains that even though now there is only a custom for women not to work on rosh chodesh as Tosafot said, but originally everyone, both men and women, had a custom not to work on rosh chodesh. Rashi in masechet Megilla brings a source for this minhag from the story of Dovid and Yonatan in the book of Shmuel (1:20:19). When Yonatan tells Dovid to go into hiding from Shaul, it was erev rosh chodesh, and he refers to that day as “the day of work,” “yom hama’aseh.” The commentators explain that since they didn’t do work on rosh chodesh, the day before rosh chodesh was the last day to finish what they were doing, and was thus known as “the day of work.”  The Radak explains that the custom developed not to do work on rosh chodesh, to give people the day off so they could go to the Beit HaMikdash or Mishkan and daven while the kohanim offered the karban mussaf. 

According to this last explanation, it is possible that in the times of the mishna, even the men still had the custom not to do work on rosh chodesh. Thus the bonfire system was chosen not only to help the women, but also to help the men, and make sure that they didn’t have to stop doing work an extra day.

