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This week is parshat Shoftim. In a nutshell, Moses instructs the people of Israel to appoint judges and 
law enforcement officers in every city. “Justice, justice shall you pursue,” he commands them. While 
there is a lot of possibility to discuss this in the context of contemporary struggles with law 
enforcement  and the delivery of systems of justice, what I really want to talk about is the start of the 
Hebrew month  of Elul (it was yesterday). It is the month preceding Rosh Hashanah, which is most 
commonly referred to  as THE Jewish New Year. Yes, the Mishnah (Oral Torah, first major work of 
Rabbinic literature) offers  four new year’s:  

1st of Tishrei:  

∙ The seventh month of the Hebrew calendar  

∙ Rosh Hashanah is seen traditionally as the date when the world was created, the anniversary of  

the creation of Adam and Eve, and when the Jewish calendar advances.  

∙ In ancient times it was also used for calculating certain tithes, such as those for vegetables, and 

for calculating the start of Shmita and Jubilee years (when land was left fallow).  15th of Shevat:  

∙ Eleventh month of Hebrew calendar;  

∙ New year for fruit trees.  

∙ According to the Torah laws of Orlah, fruits cannot be consumed from trees less than three  years 

old, and in the fouth year were offered at the Temple. Tu B'Shvat was considered the birth  date 
of the trees for this purpose.  

1st of Nisan:  

∙ First month of the Hebrew calendar  

∙ New year for counting the years of the reigns of kings in ancient Israel.  

∙ It is revered as the day when the Israelites left Egypt and began their journey to freedom and 

closely tied to our festival of Passover.  

∙ Start of the barley harvest, often grown as livestock feed.  

1st of Elul:  

∙ Sixth month of the Hebrew calendar  

∙ Rosh Hashanah L’Behemot, the New Year (or birthday) of domesticated animals. It was used to 

determine the start date for the animal tithe to the priestly class in ancient Israel. ∙ Marks the 

beginning of preparations for Rosh Hashanah, where ritual practice might include  blowing the 
shofar every morning (to awaken the soul searching), recite Psalm 27, or recite  selichot.  

So here we are at Rosh Chodesh Elul. Ahron Varady writes in the Open Siddur Project: “Rosh haShanah 
la-Behemah parallels Rosh Hashanah la-Ilanot (Tu BiShvat), the day for tithing fruit bearing trees — the  



day on which ribbons were tied around the buds of almond trees indicating which would be its first  
fruits. These two annual census were essential for upholding the institution of the Temple and the 
caste  of families serving as its priests.  
In the millenia after the Temple’s destruction, Tu biShvat was re-established by Jewish mystics as 
a  special day of tikkun — a day to reflect on and pray for healing our relationship with trees and 
by  extension, the whole of life-nurturing Earth.   

Once upon a time when the Temple still stood, the Rosh haShanah la-Behemah celebrated one 
means  by which we elevated and esteemed the special creatures that helped us to live and to work. 
Just as  rabbinic Judaism found new ways to realize our Temple offerings with tefillot — prayers — so 
too the  
Rosh haShanah la-Behemah challenges us to realize the holiness of the animals in our care in a 
time  without tithes.”  

Let’s think for a moment about the idea of domesticated animals. What does that mean for you today?  
[Have people call out ideas.] The food we eat now comes from industrial animal agriculture, one form 
of  our current domestication of animals. What animals does this exclude? Where do you see those 
animals  today?   

I would argue that there has not been similar interest in reclaiming this holiday of domesticated animals  
as much as a holiday of (fruit) trees because of our disconnect to our food and our entire food system.  
Further, most often Tu B’shvat is celebrated as a holiday of all trees, and the connection to the fruit  
being eaten is not often made as to their origins. Especially if one is celebrating by eating from the 
seven  species in Israel, not all of which are fruits, and not all come from trees. One sees trees in local 
parks or  around the neighborhood, yet the only chickens one may see are frozen or packaged.  

On this first of Elul, we begin a month long process of teshuvah- introspection, and consideration of our 
relationships with all living creatures and all works of Creation (Maasei Bereshit). The letters of Elul 
form  an acronym for the words in the verse Ani le-dodi ve-dodi li–“I am to my beloved and my beloved 
is to  me.” (Song of Songs 6:3). Our beloved here is G!d and we have opportunity to focus on this 
relationship  of love during this time.  

The 1st Lebovicher Rebbe, Shneur Zalman of Liadi, in Lekutei Torah, refers to G!d as being “in the field” 
during the month of Elul, similarly to the way that the King would meet subjects in the field before 
returning to his palace. He writes: “This concept can be illustrated by way of analogy: Before a king 
enters a city, its inhabitants go out to greet him and receive him in the field. At that time, anyone who 
so desires may approach and greet him. He receives them all pleasantly and shows a smiling 
countenance to all. As he proceeds to his city, they follow him. Afterwards, when he reaches his royal 
palace, one may only enter [his throne room] with permission — and this is granted only to the 
nation’s  elite, to a select few.”  

This idea that my beloved is in the fields during the month of Elul offers a glimpse that there is holiness 
in the fields. It is a time on the calendar for communing with divinity, and we are offered the fields as 
the place to go. This is so powerful! I run the Jewish Volunteer Gardening Brigade and on a micro level 
I  often hear from veteran gardeners about a sense of calm when they are in their gardens. (Also of 
frustrations when critters get in too.) Fields and gardens allow space for our souls.  

This Elul, as you celebrate or prepare for a New Year, and a new season, may you spend time out in 



the  fields, with your beloved.  
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