
The imminence of Rosh Hodesh Elul, the beginning of the month of Elul, the last month 
on the Jewish calendar, is a sign that something big is about to happen. ‘Something big’ 
has a name. It is called the Yamim Noraim – the season surrounding the beginning of a 
New Jewish year. 
 
We Jews have this peculiar characteristic. We have a very idiosyncratic way to keep 
track of time. This is the Luach, or Jewish calendar. 
 
This week’s Torah portion, Re’e, presents one of the oldest among the narratives that 
make reference to some of the particularities of the Jewish calendar. 
 
According to the text, the holiday of Pesah becomes the spring observance and is the 
time when we remember the Exodus from Egypt, Shavuot is the Festival of the Weeks 
(seven weeks after Pesah) and Sukkot, the fall festival which concentrates, at least in this 
narrative, on the conclusion of the harvest (“After the ingathering from your threshing 
floor and your vat, you shall hold the Feast of Booths for seven days” – Deuteronomy, 
16:13). 
 
Together, these three holidays are usually referred to as the Pilgrimage Festivals. This is 
based on the instruction, also found in this week’s Torah portion, “three times a year – 
on the Feast of the Unleavened Bread, on the Feast of Weeks, and on the Feast of Booths 
- you shall appear in front of Adonai your God in the place that Adonai will choose.” 
(Deuteronomy 16:16) At some point in history, this place turned out to be the Holy 
Temple in Jerusalem. 
 
One of the many aspects that I find fascinating in this parsha is that it epitomizes the 
instruction that Moses is imparting to the Children of Israel as centered in JOY. The 
term joy is mentioned seven times in this parsha, out of a total of twelve times in the 
whole Book of Deuteronomy and opposed to one time in each one of the other four 
books in the Pentateuch. 
 
Joy is both associated with a future central location to praise God, and is also repeatedly 
mentioned in association with the different holy days during the year. Joy is connected 
to the Jewish People using these times as times to gather ‘in front of God at the place 
that Adonai will choose.’ 
 
We live in a society that is very self-centered. When every individual is so occupied with 
the self, very little space and time are left for shared experiences. As an antidote to this, 
it is then no surprise that Judaism requires a quorum of ten both for pivotal moments in 
our lives which are filled with joy and those moments filled with sorrow. It is so 
disheartening to officiate at a funeral where only one or two people are in attendance 
and there are not enough people for a Shiva minyan. It is so anticlimactic when people 
don’t have a community to share and celebrate the joyful times in their lives. 
 
Through the teachings of this week’s parsha, we are compelled to understand that real 
joy comes from sharing those moments in our lives, both happy and sad, with others. 
Interestingly enough, both sad and happy moments are associated with the Luach. 



 
Several times in our parsha this week, when Moses makes a reference to joy, it is 
intentionally very inclusive; “You shall rejoice in your festival, with your son and 
daughter, your male and female slave, the Levite, the stranger, the orphan, and the 
widow in your communities.” (Deuteronomy 16:14) 
 
According to Moses’s teaching, no joy can be complete when there are individuals or 
segments of our society which will end up being left out. Joy is not complete unless it is 
inclusive. 
 
Moshe has spoken not only to the people in his generation. Moshe is speaking to us 
today! 
 
Joy comes from the shared moments of celebration in our lives; and that joy can only be 
complete joy when no group or portions in our society are left out. 
 
When we combine both parts of this teaching together, we will come to recognize the 
central role that the Synagogue should place in our lives. The Synagogue, or the Shul in 
the more archaic language, is central to our capacity to find joy and to celebrate that joy 
in community, with the rest of the congregation. 
 
Let’s re-adopt Moses’s model and let’s bring the Synagogue back to the central spot 
which it originally occupied and which should have never lost. 
 
Synagogue life is ruled by the Luach, and therefore it reinforces Jewish identity and 
celebrations that revolve around Jewish identity. 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
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