
HOLY CONVOCATIONS IN THE BIBLE 

Mikra Kodesh ( קֹדֶשׁ מִקְרָא ) — Meaning, Timing, and Observance 

 

Introduction 

Scattered through the Torah's festival calendar is a repeated technical phrase: mikra kodesh, usually 

translated “holy convocation.” It sets apart a small, fixed group of days as fundamentally different in kind from 

the rest of Israel's sacred calendar. This essay examines what the phrase means in the original Hebrew, lays 

out precisely when the eight biblical holy convocations occur, describes how each was to be observed, and 

then turns to the festivals and appointed days that Scripture treats as significant without classifying them as 

a holy convocation — a distinction that is easy to overlook but essential for reading Leviticus 23 correctly. 

1. What “Holy Convocation” Means 

1.1 The Hebrew Word Study 

Mikra (מִקְרָא) derives from the root k-r-a ( א-ר -ק  ), meaning “to call,” “to summon,” or “to read or rehearse 

aloud.” The same root produces the Hebrew verb used for reading Scripture in public assembly, which is why 

several commentators translate mikra as “rehearsal” as much as “calling.” These are not days when people 

simply happen to gather; they are appointed rehearsals of God's acts, summoned into being by his own decree 

rather than by human custom. 

Kodesh (ׁקֹדֶש) means “set apart,” “sacred,” or “holy.” It is the same word used of the tabernacle's inner 

sanctuary, the priestly garments, and the Sabbath itself. Joined together, mikra kodesh describes time that 

God has fenced off from ordinary use and filled with a specific, commanded purpose. The plural form, mikra'ei 

kodesh ( קודש מקראי ), “holy convocations,” recurs through Leviticus 23 as the chapter moves from one 

appointed day to the next. 

1.2 The Legal Definition 

Three features consistently distinguish a holy convocation from every other kind of sacred or festive day on 

the biblical calendar: 

• Divine appointment. The date and occasion are fixed by God's command in the Torah itself, not by 

communal custom, royal decree, or later tradition. 

• Mandatory assembly. The community is called to gather — historically at the tabernacle or temple, 

and in later practice at the synagogue — rather than to mark the day privately at home. 

• Cessation of regular work. Leviticus repeats a fixed formula for each of these days: “you shall do no 

regular work.” The Sabbath and the Day of Atonement demand the strictest rest; the festival 



convocations forbid ordinary labor while permitting food preparation, a distinction later rabbinic law 

formalized in detail. 

2. When the Eight Holy Convocations Occur 

Leviticus 23, with supporting detail in Numbers 28–29, names exactly eight days as mikra kodesh. One recurs 

every week; the other seven are anchored to the first and seventh months of the biblical calendar, clustering 

around the spring barley harvest and the autumn ingathering. 

# Convocation Date Reference 

1 The Weekly Sabbath (Shabbat) Every seventh day Lev. 23:3 

2 First Day of Unleavened Bread Nisan 15 Lev. 23:7; Num. 28:18 

3 Seventh Day of Unleavened 

Bread 

Nisan 21 Lev. 23:8; Num. 28:25 

4 Feast of Weeks (Shavuot / 

Pentecost) 

50 days after the wave 

offering 

Lev. 23:21; Num. 28:26 

5 Day of Trumpets (Yom Teruah) Tishrei 1 Lev. 23:24; Num. 29:1 

6 Day of Atonement (Yom 

Kippur) 

Tishrei 10 Lev. 23:27; Num. 29:7 

7 First Day of Tabernacles 

(Sukkot) 

Tishrei 15 Lev. 23:35; Num. 29:12 

8 The Eighth Day Assembly 

(Shemini Atzeret) 

Tishrei 22 Lev. 23:36 

  

Notice the symmetry: the first month (Nisan) contributes three convocations across its opening weeks — the 

two bracketing Unleavened Bread, plus Pentecost fifty days later — while the seventh month (Tishrei) 

compresses four convocations into three weeks, moving from Trumpets to Atonement to the full eight days 

surrounding Tabernacles. No other months carry any holy convocation at all. 

3. How Each Convocation Was Observed 

Beyond the three shared requirements of assembly, rest, and prescribed offerings (detailed in Numbers 28–

29 on top of the regular daily sacrifices), each convocation carried its own distinct observance. 

3.1 The Weekly Sabbath (Shabbat) 



The template for every other convocation. Work ceased completely, the household gathered, and the day 

centered on rest and worship rather than harvest or offering cycles tied to a single season. 

3.2 First Day of Unleavened Bread 

Opening the seven-day feast, all leaven was removed from the home the evening before, and only unleavened 

bread was eaten from this point forward. The day itself combined the Passover season's memory of the 

exodus with a full, commanded assembly. 

3.3 Seventh Day of Unleavened Bread 

The closing bookend of the feast, observed with the same rest and assembly as the first day, formally ending 

the week of eating unleavened bread. 

3.4 Feast of Weeks (Shavuot / Pentecost) 

Celebrated fifty days after the wave-sheaf offering, this single-day convocation required bringing firstfruits of 

the wheat harvest and two loaves of leavened bread as a wave offering — one of the few instances where 

leavened bread was formally presented at the altar. 

3.5 Day of Trumpets (Yom Teruah) 

Marked by the sounding of the shofar throughout the day, this convocation opened the seventh month and, 

in later Jewish tradition, became associated with themes of kingship, judgment, and the new year. 

3.6 Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) 

The most solemn day of the year, requiring fasting (“afflicting the soul”), complete cessation from work, the 

high priest's singular entry into the Holy of Holies, and the scapegoat ritual that carried Israel's sin symbolically 

out of the camp. 

3.7 First Day of Tabernacles (Sukkot) 

Opening a seven-day feast, this convocation began the practice of dwelling in temporary booths, 

commemorating Israel's wilderness wandering and God's provision during it. 

3.8 The Eighth Day Assembly (Shemini Atzeret) 

Appended immediately after the seven days of Tabernacles rather than embedded within them, this 

convocation functioned as a distinct, separate sacred pause — read by later commentators as an intimate 

closing assembly after the public festivities of the preceding week. 

4. Festivals and Days That Do Not Require a Holy Convocation 



Not everything on the biblical calendar rises to the level of mikra kodesh. Several observances are 

commanded, meaningful, and deeply joyful, yet Scripture never attaches the “holy convocation” formula or 

its work prohibition to them. 

4.1 Passover Itself (Nisan 14) 

Passover is the most striking example. The Passover meal — the slaughter of the lamb at twilight and the meal 

eaten that evening — is never itself designated a holy convocation. The convocation falls the following day, 

Nisan 15, when Unleavened Bread begins. Passover proper is a household ritual rather than a commanded 

public assembly with a work prohibition attached to it. 

4.2 The Feast of Firstfruits 

Described in Leviticus 23:9–14, this feast involves waving a sheaf of new barley before the Lord “on the 

morrow after the Sabbath” during Unleavened Bread. It is a required offering and became the reference point 

for counting the fifty days to Pentecost, but Leviticus never lists it among the eight mikra kodesh days, and no 

work prohibition accompanies it. 

4.3 Intermediate Festival Days (Chol HaMoed) 

Both week-long feasts contain ordinary days sandwiched between their bracketing convocations. Unleavened 

Bread runs seven days, but only the first and seventh are holy convocations; days two through six — later 

termed Chol HaMoed, “the ordinary days of the appointed time” — are festive but permit regular activity. The 

same structure governs Tabernacles: only the first day and the appended Eighth Day are convocations, while 

the five days between them belong to the festival without carrying its restriction. 

4.4 The New Moon (Rosh Chodesh) 

Marking the start of each biblical month, the New Moon is commanded as a day of trumpet blasts and 

additional offerings (Num. 10:10; 28:11–15), but the text never calls it a mikra kodesh, and no prohibition on 

work accompanies it. 

4.5 The Sabbatical Year and Jubilee 

Every seventh year, the land itself was to rest (Lev. 25:1–7), and every fiftieth year brought the Jubilee, with 

its release of debts and return of property (Lev. 25:8–55). These are calendar-wide institutions governing 

years, not single days summoned by the mikra kodesh formula, and so they sit outside this category even 

though they carry serious covenantal weight. 

4.6 Post-Torah Feasts: Purim and Hanukkah 

Purim, commemorating the events of the book of Esther, and Hanukkah, commemorating the Maccabean 

rededication of the temple, are celebrated with real solemnity and joy but arose after the Torah was given. 

Neither was commanded by Moses, and neither carries any biblical requirement of rest or assembly, though 

later Jewish law developed its own customs for both. 



4.7 Summary Comparison 

Day / Festival What It Is Holy Convocation? 

Passover meal (Nisan 14) Household ritual meal; the lamb is 

slain and eaten 

No — the convocation falls 

on Nisan 15, the day after 

Feast of Firstfruits Wave-sheaf offering of new barley 

during Unleavened Bread 

No — commanded, but 

never called mikra kodesh 

Intermediate days of 

Unleavened Bread (Nisan 

16–20) 

Ordinary days within the seven-

day feast 

No — only the first and 

seventh days are 

convocations 

Intermediate days of 

Tabernacles (Tishrei 16–21) 

Ordinary festival days, later called 

Chol HaMoed 

No — only the first day and 

the Eighth Day are 

convocations 

New Moon (Rosh Chodesh) Monthly trumpet blasts and 

additional offerings 

No — never called mikra 

kodesh in the text 

Sabbatical Year (Shemitah) 

and Jubilee 

Land rest every 7th and 50th year No — a calendar-wide, not 

a single-day, institution 

Purim Post-Torah feast commemorating 

the book of Esther 

No — post-Mosaic; outside 

the Leviticus 23 calendar 

Hanukkah Post-Torah feast commemorating 

the temple's rededication 

No — post-Mosaic; outside 

the Leviticus 23 calendar 

5. Why the Distinction Matters 

The line between a holy convocation and every other sacred day is not a minor technicality. It shows that the 

biblical calendar has real structure and hierarchy: God specified, with precision, exactly which eight days 

demand the fullest response of rest, assembly, and offering, while surrounding those days with a much larger 

set of meaningful but lesser observances. Reading Leviticus 23 without this distinction flattens the calendar 

into an undifferentiated list of festivals; reading it with the distinction in view reveals a deliberate architecture 

— a small number of appointed summits set against a wider landscape of ordinary sacred time. 

Conclusion 

The eight holy convocations — one weekly, seven annual — form the fixed skeleton of Israel's sacred calendar. 

Around them sit the Passover meal, the Firstfruits offering, the in-between days of the week-long feasts, the 



monthly New Moon, the sabbatical and Jubilee years, and later national commemorations, each significant in 

its own right but none carrying the same divine summons. The Hebrew phrase mikra kodesh — a called, 

rehearsed, set-apart assembly — captures something the English translation “convocation” only partly 

conveys: these are days God himself calls into being, and calls his people to answer. 


	Introduction
	1. What “Holy Convocation” Means
	1.1 The Hebrew Word Study
	1.2 The Legal Definition

	2. When the Eight Holy Convocations Occur
	3. How Each Convocation Was Observed
	3.1 The Weekly Sabbath (Shabbat)
	3.2 First Day of Unleavened Bread
	3.3 Seventh Day of Unleavened Bread
	3.4 Feast of Weeks (Shavuot / Pentecost)
	3.5 Day of Trumpets (Yom Teruah)
	3.6 Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur)
	3.7 First Day of Tabernacles (Sukkot)
	3.8 The Eighth Day Assembly (Shemini Atzeret)

	4. Festivals and Days That Do Not Require a Holy Convocation
	4.1 Passover Itself (Nisan 14)
	4.2 The Feast of Firstfruits
	4.3 Intermediate Festival Days (Chol HaMoed)
	4.4 The New Moon (Rosh Chodesh)
	4.5 The Sabbatical Year and Jubilee
	4.6 Post-Torah Feasts: Purim and Hanukkah
	4.7 Summary Comparison

	5. Why the Distinction Matters
	Conclusion

