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Rema (Shulchan Aruch O.C. 
667:1) records a minhag to 
recite a special prayer upon 

exiting the sukka for the last time on 
the final day of yom tov. The tefillah 
dates back to the Rishonim (Darkei 
Moshe, O.C. 666:1), and is printed in 
most machzorim. There are several 
variations of the prayer, but the theme 
is generally consistent:

יהי רצון מלפניך ה' אלוקינו ואלוקי אבותינו, 
כשם שקימתי וישבתי בסוכה זו, כן אזכה 
לשנה הבאה לישב בסוכת עורו של לויתן.

May it be Your will, Hashem our G-d 
and the G-d of our fathers: just as I 
fulfilled the mitzva and sat in this sukka, 
so may I merit next year to sit in the 
sukka of Leviatan’s skin.

Prior to this tefilla, many have the 
custom to sit for a while in the sukka, 
and some have something to eat and 
drink. Some attribute these practices 
as demonstrations of our love of the 
mitzva. By taking advantage of “one 
more chance” to sit in the sukka, we 
show our excitement for the mitzva to 
return, and our disappointment over 
its departure. Some sources even cite a 
minhag to kiss the sukka as one exits.1 
This explanation parallels the practice 
of the Vilna Gaon to eat an additional 
meal on the final day of Pesach, in 
order to have one final opportunity to 
eat matza at the close of the holiday 
(Ma’aseh Rav, 185).2

However, upon examination of the 

Rishonim, we receive a different 
impression. Kol Bo (Hilchot Sukka, 
siman 71) writes that Maharam 
M’Rutenberg, before he left the sukka, 
would be “notel reshut mimenah” — 
suggesting that he would bid farewell 
by requesting permission, as it were, 
to exit. According to this description, 
the custom does not appear to be 
rooted in chibuv mitzva — love 
of the mitzva. Indeed, Maharam 
followed this practice only upon 
the actual conclusion of Shmini 
Atzeret when the mitzva was no 
longer extant. As such, it seems that 
there is some additional purpose in 
actively delineating the conclusion 
of the mitzva. Generally, when the 
timeframe to fulfill a mitzva lapses, we 
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do not make a point of highlighting 
the occasion. On the contrary, when 
one mitzva is complete, halacha 
normally urges us to focus on the 
next opportunity at hand (see Mishna 
Berura O.C. 155:1).  

However, Rema’s statement regarding 
the prayer upon leaving the sukka 
does not discriminate. It appears that 
we mark our exit from the sukka even 
if it takes place before the conclusion 
of the holiday.3 This would lead us to 
the conclusion that it is the end of the 
mitzva fulfillment that we recognize, 
and not necessarily the yom tov’s 
conclusion. Why is this necessary, 
specifically in the context of the 
mitzva of sukka?

The Mishna (Sukka 48a) discusses 
one who lives in Eretz Yisroel, for 
whom Hoshana Rabba is the final day 
of the mitzva of sukka, prior to Shmini 
Atzeret. In the final hours of Hoshana 
Rabba, one brings all his implements 
from the sukka back inside his home 
in honor of and in preparation for the 
upcoming yom tov. However, should 
he lack room in his home, he may 
decide to continue using the sukka on 
Shmini Atzeret as well. 

Normally, this would appear as a 
violation of the prohibition of bal 
tosif — adding to a Torah law — for 
he is dwelling in the sukka for eight 
days, rather than the prescribed seven. 
To permit this, he must partially 
dismantle and disqualify a section 
of his sukka. This is to demonstrate 
that he does not plan to use the sukka 
on Shmini Atzeret for any mitzva 
purpose, but as an alternative to eating 
at home where space does not permit.4   

This is the interpretation offered by 
Rashi and most commentaries on the 
Mishna.

The Rambam, however, seems to 
have a different understanding of 
this process. Rav Chaim Soloveitchik 
noted that in the Rambam’s 
codification of this sugya (Hilchot 
Sukka, Chapter 6), there is no 
mention of the individual lacking a 
place to eat. Rather, the Rambam’s 
formulation indicates that the person 
needs to continue storing utensils and 
other objects in the sukka. Indeed, 
the simple reading of the Gemara 
that comments on the Mishna 
seems to create that impression. 
What emerges is that according to 
the Rambam, we must dismantle 
and disqualify the sukka even if 
we do not plan on actually using it 
(i.e., to eat or sleep). Clearly, this 
requirement does not pertain to bal 
tosif as the other Rishonim explained. 
Instead, the halacha requires us to 
actively demarcate the conclusion 
of the mitzva of sukka for a reason 
independent of bal tosif, because 
we will not do anything on Shmini 
Atzeret that even resembles fulfillment 
of the mitzva. Moreover, the Rambam 
indicates that if a person does have 
room in his home, he should bring his 
items in from the sukka at the end of 
Hoshana Rabba. The reason for this, 
the Rambam says, is to demonstrate 
that the mitzva of sukka is over, and 
not, as Rashi says, to honor and 
prepare for Shmini Atzeret.

Rav Chaim explains that this active 
statement of withdrawal from the 
sukka is, according to the Rambam, 

the appropriate way to signify the 
conclusion of Sukkot. It establishes 
the fact that use of the sukka until this 
point was purely for the fulfillment 
of Hashem’s will, and not merely 
because we enjoy eating outdoors, 
or the like. For as soon as we are no 
longer required to do so, we are quick 
to show that it was the mitzva that 
brought us outside in the first place, 
and that obligation no longer persists.5 

Rav Chaim further suggests that this 
sugya underpins what is found in Sefer 
Ma’aseh Rav (185).6 The Vilna Gaon 
was accustomed to making Havdala 
after Pesach over beer, so he could eat 
chametz at the earliest opportunity. 
Likewise, he would eat newly deemed 
yoshon grain as soon as possible. The 
Gaon wanted to demonstrate that he 
abstained from chametz and chodosh 
only because it was the will of Hashem 
and resumed consumption when the 
halacha no longer restricted them. 
Our sugya in Sukka dictates adopting 
a parallel attitude, according to the 
Rambam’s interpretation.

Perhaps the minhag of reciting the 
tefilla and “excusing ourselves” before 
leaving the sukka is a reflection of 
the approaches offered by Rashi 
and the Rambam. Most people will 
not lack space and will not need to 
dismantle or disqualify their sukka. 
Should they subsequently eat in the 
sukka on Shmini Atzeret voluntarily, 
the prayer’s active statement that the 
mitzva is complete will clarify that 
there are no intentions to extend 
the mitzva for an additional day (bal 
tosif). Furthermore, a statement 
pronouncing that heretofore our 
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presence in the sukka fulfilled 
Hashem’s mitzva reinforces the fact 
that previous use of the sukka was 
primarily mitzva-motivated. This is 
in line with the Vilna Gaon’s use of 
beer for Havdala after Pesach and Rav 
Chaim’s interpretation of the Rambam 
in Hilchot Sukka. 

Another statement of the Gemara 
on the same daf may shed further 
light on this practice. Chazal tell us 
that Shmini Azteret is distinct from 
Sukkot in six aspects, summarized 
by the acronym, פז”ר קש”ב. Chazal 
explain that “ר” stands for “regel 
b’fnei atzmo,” it is a holiday in its own 
right. Rashi explains this in regard to 
sukka, for there is no mitzva to eat 
in the sukka after the seventh day. 
Aruch La’Ner and others note that 
Rashi could have stated the same for 
lulav or the water libations, which 
are both only operative on Sukkot as 
well. Moreover, it seems superfluous 
to establish Shmini Atzeret as a 
“separate” holiday in this light, because 
we would not sit in the sukka even if 
the eighth day was a weekday, because 
the mitzva is over at that point. It has 
nothing to do with the independence 
of Shmini Atzeret, but with the 
conclusion of Sukkot.

Rav Zevin (Moadim B’Halacha, pg. 
151) cites a fascinating interpretation 
of Targum Yonatan ben Uziel. The 
Torah commands, “Bayom hashemini 
atzeret tihiyeh lachem” — The eighth 
day shall be atzeret for you (Bamidbar 
29:35). The Targum explains, “On 
the eighth day, you shall have a festive 
gathering as you move from your 
sukka to your home.” Apparently, 
the transition from Sukkot to Shmini 
Atzeret is a very deliberate passage 
from outside the home to inside the 
home; it is not merely that the time 
for the mitzva of sukka has lapsed. 

Accordingly, Rashi’s mention of sukka 
is very specific.

Rav Tzvi Pesach Frank (Mikraei 
Kodesh, Sukkot 138) offers further 
insight into this connection, based 
on the teachings of the Vilna Gaon 
(Yahel Ohr, Yitro). Chazal tell us that 
Sukkot is unique in that it serves 
to encompass all of humanity. For 
example, we offer korbanot that 
correspond to the nations of the 
world. However, when Sukkot has 
passed and Shmini Atzeret has arrived, 
Hashem’s focus is trained entirely on 
the Jewish people and His unique 
relationship with them (Sukka 55b). 
We symbolize this shift even today, 
without korbanot. The sukka, placed 
outside the home and within reach 
of the rest of the world, physically 
positions us within the broader 
world. In the Beit HaMikdash there 
was also an area where people of all 
nations could enter, known as the 
“Chayl.” However, only Jews were 
permitted in the interior of the Bayit. 
Shmini Atzeret is a celebration of 
the privacy that we enjoy “inside the 
Bayit,” where the unique intimacy 
of our relationship with Hashem is 
expressed. Therefore, its character as 
“regel b’fnei atzmo” is defined by the 
fact that we no longer sit in the sukka, 
in more “public” territory, and we 
move “inside,” as we did when in the 
Beit HaMikdash. 

Indeed, this transition is the 
culmination of a progression that 
starts on Rosh Hashana. The 
judgment of the Yomim Noraim is 
not limited to the Jewish people, but 
addresses kol ba’ei olam, all creatures 
(Rosh Hashana 16a). Following 
Hoshana Rabba, when the judgment 
for the new year is truly complete, 
Shmini Atzeret reminds us that we 
must never forget the chosen status 

that sets us apart and provides us with 
Hashem’s special love and protection: 
truly a cause for celebration (see 
Yalkut Shimoni, Pinchas, 782). 

The Vilna Gaon, in his commentary 
on Shir Hashirim (1:4), explains 
that the first four pesukim of the 
Megilla parallel the four regalim — 
Pesach, Shavuot, Sukkot and Shmini 
Atzeret — which in turn correspond 
to four major events in our history. 
Sukkot represents the building of the 
Mishkan, our spiritual center while 
wandering in the open wilderness, and 

Tefillah Insight: Tefillat 
Geshem

In the prayer for rain recited on 
Shemini Atzeret, we recite a piyut 
where each stanza discusses a 
specific leader and how their 
actions merit the blessing of 
rain. In the stanza about Moshe 
Rabbeinu, there is one line that 
seems out of place:

על הסלע הך ויצאו מים.
He hit the rock and water came out.

Why are we mentioning the 
episode of Moshe Rabbeinu 
hitting the rock as a merit to 
receive the blessing of rain? 
Wasn’t hitting the rock the sin that 
prevented Moshe Rabbeinu from 
entering the Land of Israel? R. 
Avraham Mordechai Alter (Imrei 
Emet, cited in Likutei Yehuda to 
Parashat Chukat), notes that our 
rabbis (Yoma 86b) teach us that 
if one repents out of love of God, 
his sins turn into merits. We can 
assume that Moshe Rabbeinu 
repented out of love and therefore, 
we can even mention this episode 
as a merit for the blessing of rain.
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11
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary • The Benjamin and Rose Berger CJF Torah To-Go Series • Sukkot 5779

Shmini Atzeret corresponds to our 
entering Eretz Yisrael, the land of our 
own. Along these lines, we have yet 
another facet of transition from the 
public arena to an area of privacy with 
Hashem in the transition from Sukkot 
to Shmini Atzeret.7 Perhaps this is 
another reason we mark the exit from 
the sukka so clearly, because it opens 
the door to a whole new dimension in 
our service of Hashem.

Finally, there is one more transition 
that inheres in these associations. 
The Vilna Gaon observed that there 
are two mitzvot in the Torah that 
encompass the entire body: sukka 
and yishuv Eretz Yisrael.8 Moreover, 
in both instances, even mundane 
actions of basic living are elevated to 
mitzva status (Sukka 28b). Taking the 
Gaon’s explanation of Shir HaShirim 
further, Sukkot transitions to Shmini 
Atzeret, and sukka takes us from our 
temporary dwelling in the wilderness 
(Vayikra 23:43) to our ideal residence 
in Eretz Yisrael. With this common 
thread, the transition takes the 
elevated status of mundane actions, 
“out of the Sukka” into every day life.  

With this in mind, we may suggest one 
more reason that we so purposefully 
demonstrate the occasion of leaving 
the sukka. In truth, there is one more 
mitzva that encompasses our entire 
body and all of our activities: b’chol 

derachecha da’eihu, You shall know 
Hashem in all your ways (Mishlei 
3:6). While it is not found in the 
Chumash, Chazal tell us that it is 
the mitzva that the entire corpus of 
Torah depends upon (Brachos 63a). 
It is the requirement to direct and 
focus the purpose, benefit and utility 
of all our physical activities and 
engagements toward the service of 
Hashem. By doing so, we are indeed in 
constant service of Hashem (Hilchot 
De’ot, Chapter 3). Moreover, b’chol 
derachecha da’eihu will necessarily 
engender and reinforce the centrality 
of Torah and mitzvot in our lives, 
directing our decisions and attitudes 
to align with the will of Hashem. 
Inasmuch as sukka is a paradigm 
where every action carries this 
elevated status, we are called upon to 
mark its conclusion so that we may 
exit the sukka and enter the rest of 
our lives with a renewed sense of the 
priority dictated by b’chol derachecha 
da’eihu.9

Endnotes

1. See Nitei Gavriel (Sukkot, pg. 419).

2. See Orchot Rabeinu (2:222).

3. See Hilchot Chag B’Chag, Shmini Atzeret 
(1:14). 

4. If one lives Chutz L’Aretz and the 
requirement to eat in a sukka extends to 

Shmini Atzeret, a similar procedure applies 
prior to the onset of Simchat Torah (see 
Shulchan Aruch O.C. 666).

5. See Shut Tshuvot V’Hanhagot (2:304) and 
Kovetz M’Shulchan Melachim (5:75).

6. See also Tosefet Ma’aseh Rav (181).

7. Eretz Yisrael is the land where Hashem 
is most intimately involved (Devarim 
11:12). See Shir Hashirim 1:4, משכני אחריך 
 .נרוצה הביאני המלך חדריו נגילה ונשמחה בך וגו'
According to the Vilna Gaon’s association 
of this pasuk to Shmini Atzeret, the 
aforementioned Yalkut Shimoni’s description 
of Jews praising Hashem on this holiday is 
exceedingly appropriate: וכיון ששמעו ישראל כך 
 התחילו מקלסין להקב"ה ואומרים זה היום עשה ה'
 נגילה ונשמחה בו.

8. The Gaon provided a hint to this similarity, 
based on the pasuk in Tehillim (76:3): ויהי 
 ,See Kol HaTor (1:7 .בשלם סוכו ומעונתו בציון
2:42) and Doresh L’Tzion (pp. 38, 217).

9. Sifsei Chaim, Midot and Avodat Hashem 
(1:498).


