The Jewish Cycle of festivals 
– A Harmonic Unit
There are several holidays throughout the Jewish Year and each one has its own special significance.  We shall be examining the harmony between the festivals as a whole.  We shall analyse the circumstances of the Chagim in chronological order.  We shall start with the festivals mentioned in the Torah (A) and other biblical sources (B) and go on to explain the later rabbinical festivals (C) including the modern commemorations and festivals that belong to our generation.  The harmonic thread that runs through all the festivals often cuts across strict chronological boundaries, but they all come together to form a harmonic whole.
The harmonic unity of all the festivals is the focal point of the present article.  It will therefore not be possible for us to discuss the individual festivals in detail in this context.  The references to sources will providepossibility for further study.  Our colour image is intended to illustrate the explanations according to the sequence presented (Explanations of items in the illustration have been provided in brackets).

A. The Holidays according to the Torah 

In order to understand the festivals, it is important to appreciate their close relation to agriculture and the seasons in Eretz Yisrael, which are also closely tied to the historical significance of the festivals.  The dispersion in the Diaspora and the return to Eretz Yisrael are a central theme in all the festivals  (for this reason it is placed in the centre of the circle). The seasons divide the Jewish calendar into four parts (see the 4 corners).

The “three Regalim” (pilgrimage festivals) Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot are mostly referred to as a single unit in the Torah 
. 
Pesach, with its numerous practical mitzvot, commemorates the liberation and the exodus from Mitzrayim.  As the starting point of the history of the Jewish people, Pesach is therefore the first festival
 in accordance with the significance of spring as a season: where nature undergoes a renewal after a long cold winter and blossoms with renewed vigour. 

Shavuot in agricultural terms marks the beginning of the harvesting season, and the first fruits must be joyfully brought to Jerusalem.
 Shavuot is not designated as being the day on which the Law  (Torah) was given to Moses, but the religious – historical consciousness of the Jewish people is clearly enunciated in the offering of the first fruits of the harvesting season.
  In later generations in the Diaspora, Shavuot was celebrated as the day of the Giving of the Torah on Sinai,
 since for the Jewish people in the Diaspora, the religious significance of the Torah rather than the agricultural context was now at centre-stage. The precept of Sefirat Ha-Omer, the counting of 49 days, connects Pesach and Shavuot: Pesach represents the liberation from slavery and the Matza (unleavened bread) is supposed to commemorate this situation for us, while Shavuot symbolises freedom in the homeland and therefore in contrast to Pesach, it is expressly celebrated with Challah.
 The Sefirah period therefore symbolises the gradual progression from slavery to freedom in the homeland. 

Before Sukkot, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur
 exhort each and everyone to repentance and self-examination, and to unite the Jewish people.  Even in the days of desert life, the blowing of the Shofar (ram’s horn) was used as a signal for moving and settling down the 12 wandering tribes,
 and in later times as well, the blowing of the Shofar was used to bring back those who had been driven from their homes in the Diaspora back to their homeland.
  The sounding of the Shofar on Rosh Hashanah reminds each individual of his responsibility and reinforces his bonds with the Jewish community.  In each Yovel year
 the blowing of the Shofar on Yom Kippur also exhorts each individual back to his original lands in Eretz Yisrael
.  According to this original biblical precept, the days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are defined as separate original sources through the concept of Teshuvah (return).
  As the birth of creation, Rosh Hashanah has a universal character: God became the King of all creation to the sound of the Shofar and all people recognise His Kingdom.
  

Sukkot
 (the Feast of Tabernacles or Feast of Ingathering) celebrates the harvest and simultaneously recapitulates the history of the Jewish people: the Sukka symbolises divine protection during the forty years of wandering in the desert
 and the palm branch 
 with Lulav,
 Aravot,
 Hadassim 
 and Etrog 
 commemorate the different stations of the Jewish people during the wandering in the desert up to Eretz Yisrael.  The unity of the Jewish people also has a universal character and one day, all the people will come together in Jerusalem on Sukkot.
 These notions are to some extent the “harvest” of the Jewish people and therefore coincide with the agricultural harvest festival of  “Sukkot”.  Atzeret has been made part of the Sukkot festival
 and it signifies the “steadfast adherence” to God.
  It marks the end of the cycle of biblical feasts and prepares the Jewish people to some extent for the winter or teaches steadfast adherence to God.  Accordingly, this biblical festival later became “Simchat Torah” at the end of the reading of the Torah during the previous year.  

B. Festivals in other Biblical Sources
Purim (the Feast of Lots) occurs exactly 30 days before Pesach, the feast of the liberation from Mitzrayim, and Purim - Pesach constitute a mental unit of liberation.
  The survival of the Jewish people in the Diaspora with the dream of the return to the homeland is the core theme behind Purim and finds expression at several places.  The Lot of the Purim story fell on Rosh Chodesh Nissan, the day of the preparation for Pesach.
  Mordechai came from Eretz Yehuda 
 and Esther initially had to conceal her nationality.
  The construction of the Second Temple could be restarted at the time of Achashverosh,
 under the influence of the Purim story.  The dates of the Purim festival are defined on the basis of the story of Eretz Yisrael.
  The preparations for the Holiday of Freedom begin 30 days before Pesach, in other words, almost at the time of the Purim festival itself.
  The survival of the Jewish people in the Diaspora (= Purim) is therefore the harbinger of liberation (= Pesach). 

Chanukah unites the agricultural and historical context with biblical sources.  Although the Chashmona’im appeared later (around 165 after the destruction of the Temple), the Chanukah date has already been mentioned in the prophecy of Chagai
 in the context of the reconstruction of the Temple.  Chanukah constitutes the transition from the old year to the coming agricultural year
 and covers both the end of Tekufat Tischrei and the start of Tekufat Tevet. Accordingly, the achievement of the Chashmona’im is also the survival of the Jewish people and the renewal of the Jewish spirit.  Chanukah therefore symbolises the beginning of liberation and national self-sufficiency,
 which extends from Chanukah to Shavuot according to the calendar. 

Even the 4 national days of mourning
 tie-in harmoniously with the annual cycle: Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to Jerusalem on the 10th of Tevet;
 the first breaches in the wall were made on the 17th Tamuz;
 and Jerusalem was finally destroyed on the 9th Av and the Temple was burned down.
  The last hope for the collapsing Jewish state died on the 1st Tishrei, Tzom Gedalya.
  Parallel to the notion of restoration (= Chanukah) that was taking root, the liberation of the Jewish people (= Pesach) and the return to the homeland (= Shavuot), these days of mourning simultaneously warn of the collapse of the Jewish state and the destruction of Jerusalem.
 The days of mourning will, however, become holidays in the future if religious and social values are respected.

C.  Rabbinical Festivals
15th Bishvat occurs exactly in the middle of the winter (Tekufat Tischrei) 
 with the appearance of the first blossoms.  The renewal of nature and of agriculture, again exactly 30 days before the next Purim festival 
, point to their significance: Eretz Yisrael is preparing itself for the return of the Jewish people to their homeland to some extent.
  After hundreds of years of suffering
 the rejuvenation of nature is the first sign of the imminent Ge’ula (redemption).
  Just as Purim is the harbinger of Pesach, Tu Bishvat leads the way to Purim - Pesach. 

Lag Ba-Omer: according to the Talmudic tradition
, the students of Rabbi Akiva died due to the absence of respect amongst human beings in the period between Pesach and Shavuot.  Rabbi Akiva was the intellectual leader of the Bar-Kochba revolution (132-135 after the destruction of the Temple) shortly after the destruction of the Second Temple
 and hoped to rebuild the destroyed Jewish state.  The Sefirah period is the critical period between the liberation from Mitzrayim (= Pesach) and the return to and reconstruction of Eretz Yisrael (= Shavuot).  Respect between human beings is a high priority during this process.

According to rabbinical interpretation
 the period between Shavuot and Yom Kippur may be brought into chronological context in the following manner: after 40 days on Mount Sinai, Moses shattered the tablets containing the 10 Commandments on the 17th Tamuz, since the people had commenced the worship of the Golden Calf.
  For 40 days, Moses tried to correct the behaviour of his people and on Rosh Chodesh Elul went back to Mount Sinai to beg God for forgiveness – again for 40 days – which was finally on Yom Kippur, the first day of the reconciliation on the 10th Tishrei.  According to rabbinical interpretation, there is therefore a direct connection between Shavuot and Yom Kippur (3 x 40 days of Shavuot up to Yom Kippur).

According to the Mishna,
 there were extraordinarily festive celebrations on the 15th Av and after the end of Yom Kippur with dancing in the wine mountains, in which young men and women met together to perform their wedding ceremonies.  The learned people of Mishna obviously attached a great deal of significance to the establishment of families in the period starting from the remembrance of the destruction (9th Av) up to the High Holidays (Yom Kippur), and it was for this reason that this custom was practised on these two dates.  

D. Commemoration and Holidays from the New Period (D)
Although the significant events of recent times have not found their echo in all the sections of Jewish society, modern events also enjoy special significance in Jewish tradition
 and are decisive for the updating of the feast days.  In what follows therefore, we shall be looking at the commemoration and feast days stipulated by the Israeli Chief Rabbinate. These dates fit in harmonically with the dates given in the Jewish calendar.
 

In the calendar year, the holidays from Chanukah to Shavuot symbolise the step-by-step development of the liberation, including the departure from the Diaspora and the return to Eretz Yisrael (see above).  Accordingly, the 4 subsequent dates occur during this period and fit-in logically and harmonically in this development: at the start of this development, the 10th Tevet represents the day of Kaddish for all the victims of the Holocaust, whose date of death is not known.  The three other dates occur during the period of Sefirat Ha-Omer, that describes the critical transition from the departure from the Diaspora (= Pesach) to the return to Eretz Yisrael and the reconstruction (= Shavuot). Yom HaSho’a commemorates the 6 million innocent lives lost during the Holocaust and the resistance fighters in the Warsaw ghetto (1939-45).  After Lag Ba-Omer (see above), Yom Ha’atzmaut celebrates the independence of the State of Israel (1948), and finally Yom Yerushalayim celebrates the return of the Jewish people to Jerusalem including the Old City (1967).
  












Footnotes





�  The diagram on Jewish Calendar can be found and downloaded from � HYPERLINK "http://www.tefillah.net" ��www.tefillah.net�.


�  	Shemot 23,14 ff; 34,18 ff;  Devarim 16,1-17.


�  	Please refer to the Bible references in the previous footnote, particularly Shemot 12,2. 


�  	Shemot 23,16;  34,22; Vayikra 23,15-22.


�  	Devarim 26,1-12.


�  	According to the Talmudic reference on Shemot 19.1, the Giving of the Law on Sinai took place on Shavuot - Talmud Shabbat 86b.


�  	Vayikra 23,17.


�  	Vayikra 23,23-32; Bamidbar 29,1-11.


�  	Bamidbar 10,1-10.


�  Yeshayahu 27,12-13.


�  “Jobel” is another name for the 'Shofar' (ram's horn) that was blown every 50 years. The Latin form of “Jobel” is “jubilaeum” and thus refers to the celebration of the 50th year.


� Vayikra 25,8-24. The prescriptions concerning the blowing of the Shofar on Rosh Hashanah therefore derive to some extent from this verse – see Talmud Rosh Hashanah 33b. According to some accounts, the blowing of the horn after the end of Yom Kippur commemorates the playing of the Shofar during the Yovel year– see Bet Josef on Tur Orach Chayim 624, Note 2.


�  Vayikra 23,10.13 and the Days of Teshuvah. 


�  Tehillim 47 and Mussaf precept of Rosh Hashanah.


�  Vayikra 23; Bamidbar 29.


�  Vayikra 23,42, in earlier context even Bereishit 33,17, Shemot 12,32; 13,20.


�  Vayikra 23,40. The next 4 footnotes are an interpretation of this Bible citation.


�  Shemot 15,27; Bamidbar 33,9; Devarim 34,3-4, later Yirmiyahu 31,20.


� Arava is both a botanical name for the stream-watered meadows as well as a geographical designation at the end of the wandering in the desert - Bamidbar 36,13; Devarim 2,8; 34,1; Yirmiyahu 2,6.


�  “Avot” for Hadassim symbolises well-being - Yechezkel 20,28; 31,10.  Also see the parable in the Talmud Rosh Hashanah 23a.


�  Yeshayahu 35,1-2. 


� Zecharya 14,16. These also symbolise the 70 victims on Sukkot in Bamidbar 29,12-34 the 70 nations of the world - Talmud Sukka 55b.


�  Vayikra 23,36.


�  Rashi ad l.


�  Talmud Megillah 6b and Rashi.


�  Esther 3,7; see Shmot 12,2.


�  Esther 2,5-6.


�  Esther 2,10.


�  Ezra 4,6.


�  Mishna Megillah 1:1 and commentaries.


�  Talmud Megillah 4a, Pesachim 6a and Rashi, Rosh Hashanah 7a and Rashi, Bechorot 58a.


�  Chagai 2,10-23 and in detail, in responses to Rabbi Yakov Emden Mor U-Ketziah 670.


�  Mishna Bikkurim 1,6.


�  Beautifully summarised in the Chanukah song Ma’oz Tzur.


�  Zecharyah 8,19.


�  Melachim II 25,1; Yirmiyahu 52,4, Yechezkel 24,1 ff.


�  Yirmiyahu 52, 6, later established on the 17th of the month according to Mishna Ta’anit 4,6.


�  Melachim II 25, 8; Yirmiyahu 52, 12; Mishna Ta’anit 4, 6.


�  Melachim II 25,25; Yirmiyahu 41,1 and Maimonides Hilchot Ta’anit 5,2.


�  Refer to the discussion of the rabbinical festivals.


�  Zecharyah 7,3 and 8,19.


�  Meiri to the beginning of Masechet Rosh Hashanah.


�  See above, concerning Purim - Pesach.


�  Yechezkel 36,8 and Talmud Megillah 17b.


�  Vayikra 26,32 and Nachmanides to Vayikra 26,16.


�  Talmud Sanhedrin 98a.


�  Talmud Yevamot 62b. According to later traditions, the period of death lasted up to Lag Ba-Omer, the 33rd day of the Omer counting system.


�  Maimonides Hilchot Melachim 11,3.


�  According to Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer Chapter 45, cited in Rashi to Shemot 18,13; Devarim 9,18 and to Talmud Ta’anit 30b.


�  Mishna Ta’anit 4,6.


�  Mishna Ta’anit 4,8.


�  Yirmiyahu 16,14-15 = 23,7-8. Talmud Berachot 12b.  See the numerous dates in Megillat Ta’anit, not all of which were however accepted into the Jewish calendar – see Talmud Rosh Hashanah 18b and Rashi.


� 	According to our information, the circumstances of these modern dates have not been indicated in the present form as yet.


�  Rashi Talmud Berachot 49a: “For the construction of Jerusalem shall deliver Israel.”
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