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Remember what it’s like to ride 
in a new car for the first time,  
  when you can smell the 

leather and there are no scratches on 
the exterior? It’s the most exciting 
ride. It represents a new beginning, 
a fresh start. After the culmination 
of the Yamim Noraim, the Torah 
commands us to begin a new journey 
as well, and it does so with the 
mitzvah of the four species:

ּוְלַקְחֶתם ָלֶכם ַבּיֹום ָהִראׁשֹון ְפִרי ֵעץ ָהָדר ַכֹפת 
ְתָמִרים ַוֲעַנף ֵעץ ָעֹבת ְוַעְרֵבי ָנַחל ּוְשַמְחֶתם 

ִלְפֵני ה’ ֱאֹלֵקיֶכם ִׁשְבַעת ָיִמים.
On the first day you shall take for 
yourselves the product of hadar trees, 
branches of palm trees, boughs of leafy 
trees, and willows of the brook, and you 
shall rejoice before the Lord your G-d 
seven days.
Vayikra 23:40

Chazal (Midrash Tanchuma, Emor no. 
30) elaborate on the Torah’s choice 
to use the phrase “yom harishon” — 
the first day. They derive from this 
wording that the esrog is symbolic 
of a new beginning, the first day of 
a new spiritual journey — rishon 
l’cheshbon avonos — it is the first day 
of calculating our sins. What does 
this mean? Didn’t the new year begin 
already? What are Chazal referring 
to with the phrase “cheshbon avonos”? 
Why is this new journey specifically 
associated with the p’ri eitz hadar — 
the esrog?

The fruit that is initially mentioned in 
this pasuk is the p’ri eitz hadar. Our 
rabbis (Sukkah 35a) have a lengthy 
discussion as to how to identify this 
fruit, and suggest various possibilities 
before concluding that it can only be 

the esrog. Chazal’s rationale is that 
the pasuk states p’ri eitz hadar, which 
refers to a fruit in which the taste of 
the branch is equivalent to the taste of 
the fruit — ta’am eitzo upiryo shaveh. 
The only fruit that matches such 
criteria is the esrog. Why does the 
Torah introduce this mitzvah with this 
quality? How does this quality in the 
esrog help begin the journey of our 
new year?

After Sukkos, we read about the 
creation of the world in Parashas 
Bereishis. Chazal tell us that there was 
a sin that was committed prior to the 
sin of man:

שעברה על הצווי שכך אמר לה הקב”ה 
תדשא הארץ דשא וגו’ ]עץ פרי עשה פרי 
למינו וגו’[ מה הפרי נאכל אף העץ נאכל, 

והיא לא עשתה כן, אלא ותוצא הארץ דשא 

THE TRUE BEAUTY OF THE ESROG

Rabbi Eli Belizon
Rebbe, Stone Beit Midrash Program, Yeshiva University

Rabbi, Young Israel of Fairlawn, NJ

Insights into the 
Daled Minim
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וגו’ ]ועץ עשה פרי[ הפרי נאכל והעץ אינו 
נאכל.

The Earth violated the [Divine] 
command, for the Holy One, Blessed be 
He said “Let the earth sprout vegetation 
… fruit trees that bear fruit of its kind 
…,” just as the fruit is eaten, so too the 
tree is eaten. But the Earth didn’t do 
this, rather “the earth sprouted forth 
vegetation … and trees that bear fruit,” 
the fruit was edible, but the trees were 
not edible. 
Bereishis Rabbah 5:9

HaShem commanded the land to 
produce trees and plants in which 
both the tree and the plant tasted just 
like its fruit. The Earth disobeyed 
the commandment of HaShem and 
created the natural world that we 
are familiar with, where the fruits 
and vegetables have taste but the 
plants and trees that bear them are 
tasteless. The Torah is teaching us 
what Hashem defines as beauty. P’ri 
eitz hadar, according to the Torah, is 
a fruit whose bark tastes like the fruit. 
This represents a new perspective that 
focuses equally on the growth process 
and the end product. It is not enough 
to have a good tasting fruit. The 
process, the journey, represented by 
the branch and stem, must also taste 
good as well. 

We live in a world that follows the sin 
of the land: focusing on the result, 
on the end game, only emphasizing 
the product. When only the fruit has 
taste, only the end result is significant. 
In this approach, the means justify 
the ends. “Is it profitable or not?” is 
the question that the world around 
us tends to ask. Beauty is about the 
result, not the process. The Torah 
teaches us that this is a mistaken 
approach, one that has been with 
us since the beginning of creation. 
The Torah’s definition of beauty 

emphasizes the journey, and values 
taste in the bark as well. If we only 
focus on the beauty of the final 
product, it is an empty and artificial 
beauty. 

After we experience the Yamim 
Noraim, the Torah reinforces this 
message. We hold the esrog and think, 
not only about the result, but about 
the process. This is our new cheshbon 
avonos. A new perspective on how to 
approach our journey in life. Instead 
of just looking at the end result — are 
we doing aveiros or mitzvos — we 
pay attention to the process that 
brings us to those results. When we 
dedicate ourselves to the process and 

place genuine effort on the journey, it 
makes the growth process beautiful, 
wholesome and representative of true 
avodas HaShem. 

With this insight, perhaps we can 
explain why this journey is delayed 
until Sukkos. The Sefas Emes points 
out that there are five days from 
Yom Kippur to Sukkos. How can 
the first day of Sukkos represent 
the first day of calculating our sins? 
What happens during those days in 
between? He explains that during 
these intermediate days, we are fully 
engrossed in preparing for the mitzvos 
of Sukkos. We are busy buying the 
four minim and building sukkahs. 

The preparation for mitzvos can 
sometimes elevate us higher than the 
mitzvah itself. 

This can only be understood in a 
world in which the bark and fruit 
both have taste. We don’t ignore the 
preparation and efforts leading up to 
the mitzvos, and we certainly don’t 
view them as unnecessary. In our 
new avoda for the new year, we focus 
on preparation, realizing that it too 
has significance. The preparations 
can propel us in ways that even the 
mitzvah itself cannot do on its own. 
They pave a new path and a renewed 
outlook on our journey through life.

Each of us has the opportunity to 
raise our own personal esrog this 
yom tov. It is a new opportunity for 
us to implement the messages of p’ri 
eitz hadar in our own personal lives: 
focusing on the beauty of the journey, 
rather than the final outcome. In 
personal relationships, those bonds 
and connections that are forged 
through hard work, adjustments and 
struggle can produce the strongest 
and sweetest fruits. As we approach 
the domain of education, both in the 
professional field and Torah study, 
this message is vital. The grade is not 
the ultimate determinant, but the 
work we put in to get to that point is 
just as vital. And in our relationship 
with the Almighty, we must not fixate 
on mitzvos versus aveiros but rather 
whether we are on the right track. G-d 
focuses on the intentions, the pathway 
and drive to connect with Him. May 
we all be zocheh to begin a new 
journey with our esrog and merit a life 
of fulfillment.

The preparations 
can propel us in 

ways that even the 
mitzvah itself cannot 

do on its own. 
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The act of taking the four 
species on Sukkos seems 
no different than any other 

mitzvah. Much in the same way that 
we wear a garment containing tzitzis, 
we place tefillin on our arms and head 
or eat matzah, the mitzvah of lulav is 
an act that is performed on an item or 
items. By picking up the four species, 
we fulfill the mitzvah. Yet there is an 
aspect of the mitzvah of lulav that 
places it in a category only shared 
with a few other mitzvos. The lulav 
(and by extension all four species) 
provide ritzui — appeasement before 
Hashem. By taking the lulav, we attain 
a degree of kaparah (atonement). This 

article will explore the role of ritzui in 
the mitzvah of lulav.

The Gemara quotes a dispute among 
the Amoraim as to whether a stolen 
lulav is valid on the second day of 
Sukkos:

אמר רבי אמי יבש פסול מפני שאין הדר גזול 
פסול משום דהוה ליה מצוה הבאה בעבירה 

ופליגא דר’ יצחק דא”ר יצחק בר נחמני אמר 
שמואל לא שנו אלא ביום טוב ראשון אבל 

ביום טוב שני מתוך שיוצא בשאול יוצא נמי 
בגזול.

Rebbi Ami says that a dry lulav is 
invalid because it is not beautiful and 
a stolen lulav is invalid because it is a 
mitzvah brought about through sin. 
And he disagrees with Rav Yitzchak 

bar Nachmeni who said in the name of 
Shmuel that a stolen lulav is only invalid 
on the first day of Sukkos, but on the 
second day, just as one can fulfill the 
mitzvah with a borrowed lulav, so too, 
one can fulfill the mitzvah with a stolen 
lulav.
Sukkah 30a

Three Questions

We can ask a number of questions 
on this passage. First, what are 
Rebbi Ami  (whose opinion is also 
that of Rav Yochanan in the name 
of  Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai) and 
Rav Yitzchak bar Nachmeni in the 

THE UNIQUE RITZUI COMPONENT OF THE MITZVAH 
OF LULAV

Insights into the 
Daled Minim

Rabbi Dovid Hirsch 
Rosh Yeshiva, RIETS

Rabbi, Kehillas Bais Yosef, Passaic, NJ
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name of Shmuel arguing about? 
Why isn’t Shmuel concerned about 
mitzvah haba’ah ba’aveirah (a mitzvah 
brought about through sin)? Second, 
why does Shmuel compare a stolen 
lulav to a borrowed lulav? Granted, 
there is no requirement to own our 
lulav on the second day, and for this 
reason, a borrowed lulav is valid, 
but a stolen lulav has the additional 
problem of it being stolen. Why does 
Shmuel even mention a borrowed 
lulav? Third, Tosafos, Sukkah 30a, 
s.v. Mitoch, suggest that the reason 
Shmuel permits the stolen lulav on the 
second day is because from the second 
day on, the mitzvah of lulav is only 
rabbinic in nature. Shmuel’s opinion 
is that mitzvah haba’ah ba’aveirah 
doesn’t apply to a rabbinic mitzvah. 
If that is so, however, we might ask: 
why does the Gemara single out lulav 
to teach us this rule about mitzvah 
haba’ah ba’aveirah? Why not present it 
regarding all rabbinic mitzvos? 

As a matter of halacha, there is a 
dispute between the Rambam and 
the Ra’avad. The Rambam, Hilchos 
Lulav 8:9, follows the opinion of Rav 
Yitzchak bar Nachmeni in the name of 
Shmuel that we may use a stolen lulav 
on the second day. The Ra’avad there 
disagrees and follows Rebbi Ami. This 
dispute carries over to the Shulchan 
Aruch, Orach Chaim 649:5, where the 
Mechaber (Rav Yosef Karo) follows 
the Rambam’s opinion and permits 
a stolen lulav and the Rama (Rav 
Moshe Isserles) invalidates it.

[Much of the following is based on 
the approach of Rav Betzalel Zolty, 
Mishnas Yaavetz, Orach Chaim 51-52.]

Ritzui and Mitzvah Haba’ah 
Ba’aveirah

Perhaps the answer to these questions 

emerges from a comment of the Ritva 
in the name of the Ba’alei Hatosafos 
(this comment does not appear in our 
version of Tosafos):

תנו רבנן סוכה גזולה כו’. ואסיקנא דפליגי 
בשתקף את חברו והוציאו מסוכתו דרבי 

אליעזר סבר קרקע אינה נגזלת וסוכה שאולה 
היא ואין אדם יוצא בסוכה שאולה ורבנן סברי 

אדם יוצא בסוכה שאולה. והקשו בתוספות 
מ”מ כיון שתקפה מחברו הא איכא מצוה 
הבאה בעבירה, ותירצו דלא אמרינן מצוה 

הבאה בעבירה אלא בדבר שהוא בא לרצות 
כגון קרבן שופר ולולב וכיוצא בהם, אבל 
בסוכה שאין בה ריצוי ליכא משום מצוה 

הבאה בעבירה.
Our rabbis taught about the status of a 
stolen sukkah and the conclusion is that 
the dispute is about a case of someone 
who kicked another person out of his 
sukkah [and sat there]. Rabbi Eliezer 
is of the opinion that land cannot be 
physically stolen and this is treated 
like a borrowed sukkah, but he is of 
the opinion that one cannot fulfill the 
mitzvah with a borrowed sukkah. The 
Chachamim are of the opinion that one 
can fulfill the mitzvah with a borrowed 
sukkah. Tosafos ask: since he obtained 
the sukkah by forcing the owner out of 
it, shouldn’t his sitting in the sukkah be 
considered a mitzvah brought about 
through sin? They answered that a 
mitzvah brought about through sin is 
only a factor when it involves an item 
whose purpose is to appease Hashem 
such as a sacrifice, shofar, lulav and other 
similar mitzvos. However, the sukkah is 
not intended to appease, and therefore, 
the concept of mitzvah brought about 
through sin does not apply.
Ritva, Sukkah 31a

The Ba’alei Hatosafos are of the 
opinion that mitzvah haba’ah 
ba’aveirah only applies to mitzvos that 
involve ritzui and therefore, it applies 
to lulav and not sukkah. The idea 
that a lulav provides ritzui requires 

further clarification. Korbanos are 
the paradigmatic example of ritzui. 
Shofar can be connected to korbanos 
in that the Gemara, Rosh Hashanah 
26a, states “keivan d’l’zichron hu 
k’lifnim dami” — since its purpose 
is for remembrance, it is treated like 
something offered inside the inner 
sanctum. Why should lulav provide 
ritzui? Rav Shlomo Wahrman, Oros 
Chag Hasukkos pg. 105, notes the 
Gemara, Ta’anis 2b, that lulav provides 
ritzui for our judgment from Hashem 
on rain for the upcoming year.

We don’t know which mitzvos the 
Ritva was referring to when he said 
“other similar mitzvos,” but we do 
know that even sukkah, which has 
a special level of sanctity similar to 
korbanos (chal shem Shamayim al 
hasukkah), doesn’t rise to the level of 
ritzui. This speaks to the uniqueness 
of lulav among mitzvos that provide 
ritzui.

The Ritva himself rejects the view 
of the Ba’alei Hatosafos. He notes 
a Yerushalmi that matzah is subject 
to mitzvah haba’ah ba’aveirah and 
since matzah doesn’t provide ritzui, 
it is difficult to assume that mitzvah 
haba’ah ba’aveirah is limited to mitzvos 
that provide ritzui.

If we follow the approach of the Ba’alei 
Hatosafos, we can answer our three 
questions. First, we can understand 
the dispute between Rebbi Ami and 
Rav Yitzchak bar Nachmeni in the 
name of Shmuel as follows: On the 
first day of Sukkos, the obligation to 
take a lulav is a biblical mitzvah. On 
the other six days, the biblical mitzvah 
only applies in the Beis Hamikdash. 
When the Second Beis Hamikdash 
was destroyed, Rabbi Yochanan ben 
Zakai instituted that we take a lulav 
the rest of the days of Sukkos as a 
zecher l’mikdash — a remembrance of 
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what the mitzvah was like in the Beis 
Hamikdash. On the first day, there is 
clearly an element of ritzui in taking 
the lulav. What about the second day 
and beyond? If Rabbi Yochanan ben 
Zakai’s institution was to pattern the 
mitzvah after the mitzvah as it was 
performed in the Beis Hamikdash, 
then just as the mitzvah in the Beis 
Hamikdash involved ritzui, so too the 
rabbinic institution to take the lulav 
the rest of Sukkos also involves ritzui. 
According to this, mitzvah haba’ah 
ba’aveirah would apply. This is the 
opinion of Rebbi Ami. However, if 
the institution was simply to perform 
an act that helps us remember what 
was done in the Beis Hamikdash, but 
was not patterned after the original 
mitzvah, then there is no element of 
ritzui and mitzvah haba’ah ba’aveirah 
is not applicable. This is the opinion 
of Rav Yitzchak bar Nachmeni in the 
name of Shmuel.

Second, we can understand why the 
Gemara compares a stolen lulav to 
a borrowed lulav. By referencing the 
case of a borrowed lulav, R. Yitzchak 
bar Nachmeni in the name of Shmuel 
is teaching us that the mitzvah of lulav 
on the second day is fundamentally 
different than the mitzvah on the 
first day. On the first day, we cannot 
use a borrowed lulav because the 
Torah says “ul’kachtachtem lachem 
bayom harishon” — you shall take for 
yourselves on the first day (Vayikra 
(23:40). The requirement to own the 
lulav only applies on the first day of 
Sukkos. The rest of the days, where 
taking a lulav is rabbinic in nature, 
there is no requirement to own the 
lulav. The permissibility of using a 
borrowed lulav is the banner indicator 
for the fundamental difference 
between the mitzvah on the first day 
and the rest of the days. By referencing 
the permissibility of a borrowed 

lulav, R. Yitzchak bar Nachmeni in 
the name of Shmuel is telling us that 
the mitzvah on the second day is of a 
different nature, and therefore, does 
not have the ritzui element to it. As 
such, mitzvah haba’ah ba’aveirah does 
not apply.

Third, the Ba’alei Hatosafos quoted 
by the Ritva follow a different 
approach than Tosafos on the daf. 
They don’t distinguish in the broader 
sense between biblical and rabbinic 
mitzvos. If it was a broad dispute 
about rabbinic mitzvos, we would 
have to explain why the Gemara has 
this discussion specifically about 
lulav on the second day. Rather, the 
Ba’alei Hatosafos assume that this 
dispute is specifically about lulav on 
the second day because the dispute is 
about whether lulav on the second day 
provides ritzui.

Stolen Hoshanos

This idea helps resolve an apparent 
contradiction in the rulings of the 
Shulchan Aruch. As noted earlier, 
the Mechaber follows the Rambam’s 
opinion that a stolen lulav is valid on 
the second day of Sukkos. Yet when 
it comes to the hoshanos (aravos) 
that we use on Hoshanah Rabbah, he 
writes (654:10) that stolen hoshanos 
are problematic. The Bikurei Yaakov 
(654:24) asks: if the Mechaber is 
of the opinion that a stolen lulav is 
valid on the second day, why did 
he invalidate stolen hoshanos? Why 
should hoshanos (which is only a 
minhag) be stricter than lulav?

Perhaps the answer is based on the 
idea that we have been developing. 
The Mechaber holds that a stolen lulav 
is valid on the second day because he 
holds that mitzvah haba’ah ba’aveirah 
only applies to items that provide 

ritzui and there is no ritzui in taking 
the lulav on the second day. However, 
the purpose of hoshanos is to provide 
ritzui. The whole Hoshanah Rabbah 
service is about ritzui. The liturgy has 
many Yamim Noraim overtures and 
we bang the hoshanos on the floor to 
engender ritzui. Since the hoshanos 
are supposed to provide ritzui, stolen 
hoshanos would not be appropriate 
because of mitzvah haba’ah ba’aveirah. 
When the Ritva quotes the Ba’alei 
Hatosafos that there are other mitzvos 
similar to shofar and lulav that fit this 
category, perhaps he meant hoshanos 
as one of those.

Hiddur Mitzvah

Perhaps we can use this approach 
developed by R. Zolty to explain an 
otherwise difficult comment of Rashi. 
Rashi, Sukkah 29b, writes that the 
reason a dry lulav is invalid is because 
we require a mitzvah mehuderet (a 
beautiful mitzvah) as the pasuk states 
“zeh Keli v’anvehu” — this is my G-d 
and I will glorify Him. Tosafos, ad loc., 
asks two questions. First, the Gemara, 
Sukkah 31a, states that the reason a 
dry lulav is invalid is because the laws 
of lulav are connected to the laws 
of esrog and the Torah specifically 
uses the word “hadar” (beautiful) in 
reference to the esrog. This indicates 
that the esrog, and by extension, the 
lulav, must be beautiful. Why did 
Rashi abandon an explicit source in 
the Gemara for invalidating a dry lulav 
and instead choose a verse that is the 
source for a more general obligation 
to perform all mitzvos in a glorified 
(mehudar) fashion (see Shabbos 
133b)? 

Second, the verse “zeh Keli v’anvehu” 
applies to all mitzvos, and if we do 
not perform a mitzvah in a glorified 
manner (hiddur mitzvah), we still 
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fulfill the mitzvah. In fact, Tosafos 
note that tying the lulav together 
with the hadasim and aravos is 
considered hiddur mitzvah (according 
to Chachamim) and the Gemara,  
Sukkah 33a, states explicitly that if we 
do not tie them together, we still fulfill 
the mitzvah. However, a lulav that is 
dry is completely invalid and we do 
not fulfill the mitzvah at all. How then 
can “zeh Keli v’anvehu” be the source 
that a dry lulav is invalid?

The Meiri, ad loc., deals with the first 
question by noting the comment of 
the Talmud Yerushalmi, Sukkah 3:1, 
that the reason a dry lulav is invalid 
is based on the verse “lo hameisim 
yehalelu Kah” — the dead cannot 
praise Hashem. In other words, a 
“dead” dry lulav cannot be used for the 
mitzvah. The Meiri notes that this is 
the real source for invalidating a dry 
lulav. The Bavli’s source connecting 
the lulav to the esrog is only an added 
support for the idea that a dry lulav 
is invalid. To answer the second 
question of Tosafos, perhaps we could 
suggest that while a lack of hiddur 
mitzvah does not normally invalidate 
a mitzvah, when the mitzvah is 
supposed to engender ritzui and the 
item used is not mehudar, then we do 
not fulfill the mitzvah. If we use a sefer 
Torah that is not nice looking or tzitzis 
that are not nice, we can still fulfill the 
mitzvah because those mitzvos are not 
intended to engender ritzui. However, 
if we want to come closer to Hashem 
through a ritzui-oriented mitzvah, 
a higher standard is applied and the 
item must be mehudar. While it is true 
that we fulfill the mitzvah if we did 
not tie the hadasim and aravos to the 
lulav, this is because the lack of hiddur 
is in the ma’aseh mitzvah — how the 
mitzvah was performed. The higher 
standard for hiddur only applies to 
the cheftza shel mitzvah — the actual 

item used to perform the mitzvah. [It 
is possible that the requirement of 
hiddur of this standard is limited to 
lulav, based on “lo hameisim yehalelu 
Kah,” and that the verse is really 
teaching us that because the lulav is 
not just being used as an ordinary 
mitzvah but for ritzui — “to praise 
Hashem,” we cannot use a “dead” 
lulav. However, we can also argue that 
other ritzui-oriented mitzvos have the 
same hiddur requirement as lulav.]

Kavanah for Mitzvos

Tosafos, Pesachim 115a, s.v. Maskif, 
suggest that tefillah (prayer) and 
shofar require a higher level of 
kavanah (intent) than other mitzvos. 
Perhaps the reason is based on the 
concept we have been developing. 
We have already explained that shofar 
has an element of ritzui. Tefillah, 
which is in place of korbanos, is also 
a form of ritzui. When there is a 
mitzvah that involves ritzui it is not 
enough to simply be aware that we are 
performing the mitzvah. In order to 
accomplish ritzui, we must be actively 
focused on the mitzvah.

This may also explain an apparent 
contradiction in the rulings of the 
Rambam. The Rambam, Hilchos 
Shofar 2:4, rules that if we perform 
the mitzvah of shofar without intent 
to fulfill the mitzvah, we do not fulfill 
the mitzvah. Yet the Rambam, Hilchos 
Chametz Umatzah 6:3, rules that if 
we ate matzah without intent to fulfill 
the mitzvah, we fulfill the mitzvah. 
There is a lot of discussion among 
the acharonim regarding Rambam’s 
position. Does he hold that mitzvos 
require intent or does he hold that 
they don’t require intent? One 
approach might be that the Rambam 
requires intent for shofar because it is 
a mitzvah that involves ritzui. Matzah, 

which does not involve ritzui, does not 
require intent.

Beyond the halachic ramifications, 
the idea of ritzui is relevant in our 
approach to the month of Tishrei. 
Sukkos is not only the third leg of the 
Shalosh Regalim, it is the third leg of 
the Yamim Noraim. Sukkos is part 
of the growth and teshuva process in 
partnership with Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur. 

There are 21 days from Rosh 
Hashanah through Hoshana Rabbah. 
Rav Baruch Simon, Imrei Baruch, 
Bamidbar (pp. 320-321) quotes from 
the Ma’or Vashemesh that these 21 
days have a connection to the 21 days 
of mourning from Shiva Asar B’Tamuz 
through Tisha B’Av in that those days 
will one day be days of celebration. 
This is why we always read Parshas 
Pinchas — which contains a section 
about the holidays — during the 
Bein Hametzarim period. In fact, Rav 
Simon notes that in the yeshiva of Rav 
Aryeh Tzvi Fromer (The Kozheglover 
Rebbe), they would learn the laws of 
yom tov during the Bein Hametzarim 
period because one day, those days 
will be turned into a holiday. The 21 
day period of Bein Hametzarim will 
one day be commemorated as days of 
ritzui when the sins that brought us 
into galus will be forgiven. 

The ritzui that we hope for during 
Bein Hametzarim has its roots in the 
21-day-period that it corresponds to. 
Ritzui serves as the bookends to the 
21-day period from Rosh Hashanah 
to Hoshanah Rabbah, and as such, 
we should focus on ritzui during 
these 21 days. This means having a 
greater focus during our tefillos and 
a strong emphasis on improving our 
relationship with Hashem. May we all 
merit to attain ritzui and atonement 
during these 21 days.
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For many, the banging of the 
aravah in particular and the day 
of Hoshana Rabbah in general 

seems cryptic and vague. Framing 
Hoshana Rabbah within the prism 
of the Jewish calendar can help us 
appreciate the significance of our 
actions on this day. Hoshana Rabbah 
follows the teshuva period of Elul and 
the intense days of Rosh Hashanah 
and Yom Kippur, which emphasize 
reestablishing our closeness to 
Hashem. Yom Kippur is then followed 
by Sukkos, which is termed as “zman 
simchaseinu,”1 the time of happiness. 
Sukkos is a time, as the Sefas Emes 
explains, when the teshuva meyirah 
(repentance out of fear) process 
of Elul and the Yomim Noraim are 
transformed into a relationship of 

teshuva meahava (repentance out of 
love). Hoshana Rabbah, at the end 
of Sukkos, is the culmination of the 
journey that first began nearly two 
months earlier on Rosh Chodesh Elul.2 

On Hoshana Rabbah, in accordance 
with the Halachos mentioned in 
siman 644 in the Shulchan Aruch and 
the Rema, we perform the rather 
unusual ceremony of chibut aravos. 
This practice is mentioned in Meseches 
Sukkah 44b, and according to most 
Rishonim (including the Rambam 
in Hilchot Lulav 7:22) the ceremony 
consists of banging the aravah either 
on the ground or on a vessel.3

In this article, we will address the 
following three questions with respect 
to Hoshana Rabbah:4

First, what does the chibut aravos 
signify and how does it serve as a 
proper conclusion to the holiday of 
Sukkos? 

Second, Chazal (Rosh Hashanah 2a) 
note that Sukkos is the time of the 
judgement on water. How does this 
fit in with the judgement that already 
occurred on Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur (Rosh Hashanah 16a)? 

Third, the Zohar, Tzav 31b states:5

ביומא שביעאה דחג, הוא סיומא דדינא 
דעלמא, ופתקין נפקין מבי מלכא.

On the seventh day of Sukkos, it is the 
completion of the judgment in this world 
and the notes go out from the palace of 
the King.

The Zohar implies that Hoshana 
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Rabbah is the completion of judgment 
on all matters. How is the Zohar 
understood in light of the Mishnah 
that states that the judgment of 
Sukkos is only on water? 

The Waters of Nisuch Hamayim 
and Hoshana Rabbah

To answer these three questions, let 
us focus on a cryptic statement from 
the Vilna Gaon. The Vilna Gaon 
in his commentary to the Shulchan 
Aruch 644 notes the following about 
Hoshana Rabbah:

שאז גמר דין של האדם גם כן עם המים 
שהמים חיים לעולם.

That at this time it is a time of judgment 
for mankind along with the water, for 
water is the life source of the world. 

It is clear according to the Vilna Gaon, 
that the judgment of mankind is 
connected to the judgment of water. 
However, the Vilna Gaon is vague 
as to how our judgment is directly 
intertwined with water, especially 
since our judgment had already been 
sealed on Yom Kippur. In order to 
better understand this statement, 
let us first examine another integral 
water-related mitzvah that occurred 
during the holiday of Sukkos — 
nisuch hamayim. While during the 
rest of the year, the normal libations 
on the Mizbeach were done with 
wine, during Sukkos, they were 
done with water, and as described 
in Maseches Sukkah 51a, the joyous 
ceremonies surrounding the drawing 
of the water is referred to as the 
Simchas Beis Hashoeva. 

The Gemara in Maseches Taanis 25b 
states: 

א"ר אלעזר כשמנסכין את המים בחג תהום 
אומר לחבירו אבע מימיך קול שני ריעים אני 

שומע שנאמר תהום אל תהום קורא לקול 
צנוריך.

Rabbi Elazar said: When the water was 
poured during the festival, the deep says 
to the other: Let your water flow, as I 
hear the voices of two friends. As it is 
stated (in Tehillim 42:8): “Deep calls to 
deep at the sound of your channels.”

Rashi, s.v. Tehom, explains that this 
is the conversation that takes place 
between the mayim elyonim, the upper 
waters, and the mayim tachtonim, 
the lower waters. When the water 
libation was poured, the upper waters 
reach out to the lower waters in 
conversation. This seemingly difficult 
passage is beautifully elucidated by 
the Slonimer Rebbe in the Nesivos 
Shalom (Maamar Rishon on Sukkos 
titled “Zman Simchaseinu”). The 
Nesivos Shalom explains, based on 
the Tikkunei Zohar (5), that when 
Hashem separated the upper waters 
from the lower waters on the second 
day of creation, the lower waters 
cried that they also wanted to stay 
close to the King (i.e. Hashem). The 
upper waters thus represent ahavas 
Hashem, love of Hashem, while the 
lower waters represent love that 
is not directed toward Hashem. 
Thus the lower waters cry that they 
also want their emotions directed 
toward Hashem and not to be mired 
in a purely physical existence. In 
Chassidus, this is symbolic of the fact 
that every part of a human being’s 
existence, even in its corporal and 
physical state, aspires to come closer 
to Hashem. 

Based on this passage in Maseches 
Taanis, the Nesivos Shalom explains 
that at the time of nisuch hamayim, 
when the mundane water is elevated 
and brought to Hashem through the 
libation, the upper waters call out to 
the lower waters and say, “Now it is 
your time of purity and now indeed 
you have obtained the closeness to 

the King that you so desired.” The 
Nesivos Shalom continues that this is 
indeed a symbol for all of us in our 
relationship to Hashem, whereby our 
physical emotions, talents and skills 
can be elevated toward enhancing a 
relationship with Hashem. 

The Vilna Gaon himself elaborates 
on a similar idea in Aderes Eliyahu 
on Parshas Breishis (2:6). He notes 
that we can benefit from water that 
is simply connected to the physical 
world, or we can be connected in our 
physical life to a loftier realm that is 
symbolized by the mayim elyonim. 
For the Vilna Gaon, being connected 
to the mayim elyonim symbolizes a 
profound connection between the 
physical and spiritual. Based on 
the Nesivos Shalom’s explanation of 
nisuch hamayim and the Vilna Gaon’s 
further elaboration on mayim elyonim, 
it would seem that the Vilna Gaon’s 
comments to the Shulchan Aruch are 
not referring solely to a judgment 
of water in a physical sense. On 
Hoshana Rabbah we are being judged 
on whether our actions will solely 
be successful in the lower world or 
whether we will succeed in connecting 
the physical to the spiritual.6 

This approach answers the second 
and third questions above. The 
judgment that occurs on Sukkos and 
is completed on Hoshana Rabbah 
is not simply a physical judgment. It 
also decides whether we will merit 
nourishment by the spiritual life 
source that emanates from mayim 
elyonim, and specifically whether our 
mayim tachtnonim will be connected 
to the mayim elyonim. In other words, 
will our hishtadlus to support a family 
and succeed in the professional and 
business world (represented by the 
mayim tachtonim) be connected to the 
spiritual realm (as represented by the 
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mayim elyonim)? The language of the 
Vilna Gaon is that the gmar din of a 
person is with the water. The Vilna 
Gaon seems to emphasize that the 
relationship of a person with the water 
is not based on physical dependence 
but rather suggests a deeper 
relationship. This refers to man’s 
relationship with the mayim elyonim.  

Bringing Down the Aravah 
from Above 

Based on the above understanding, 
we can begin to understand the 
significance of chibut aravos and 
provide an explanation to our opening 
question. The Shelah Hakadosh in 
Maseches Sukkah (no. 75) notes that 
the Torah, in describing the aravos 
of Sukkos, state that it should come 
from “arvei nachal,” from the willows 
of the brook (Vayikra 23:40). The 
Shelah explains that arvei nachal refers 
to Nachal Elyon, which is a river that 
flows out of Gan Eden. Thus according 
to the Shelah, through the chibut 
aravos we are aiming to bring together 
a unification of the upper and lower 
worlds when we take the aravah, which 
represents the Nachal Elyon, and bring 
it down to the ground.

This may be the meaning of the Zohar 
(Tzav 31b-32a) which states:

ְגבּוָרן ִמְתָעֵרי ּוִמְסַתְּייָמן ְבַהאי יֹוָמא, ְוַעְרֵבי ַנַחל 
)תליין( ְבהּו. ּוָבֵעיָנן ְלִאְתָעָרא ְּגבּוָרן ְלַמָּיא...

ּוְבִגין ָכְך ָבֵעיָנן ְלַבְּטָׁשא לֹון ְבַאְרָעא
Gevurot are aroused and completed 
and sweetened on that day and gevurot 
depend upon the willows of the brook. 
One needs to arouse gevurot on the 
water…thus, one needs to bang (the 
arava) on the ground.
The Zohar may be referring to the 
idea that the essence of the arava 
which comes from that unique Nachal 
Elyon described by the Shelah is to be 

connected to the lower worlds via the 
banging of the aravah.

Based on this, the rite of banging 
the aravah accentuates the theme 
of Hoshana Rabbah. As mentioned 
above, the judgment of Hoshana 
Rabbah is whether we will succeed in 
joining together the lower and upper 
worlds. The custom of banging the 
aravah becomes part of the prayer of 
Hoshana Rabbah, whereby we plead 
for Divine assistance that our earthly 
actions connect to the river of Gan 
Eden and forms kedushah. It is fitting 
that these actions occur on the final 
day of judgment of water, as on this 
day we are focused on bridging the gap 
and tapping into the mayim elyonim.  

Conclusion

The Sefas Emes explains in his drashos 
(Sukkos 5643) that once we have 
experienced Yom Kippur and have 
been purified like a new-born baby, 
there is an awakening in every member 
of Israel to follow after Hashem. During 
this time we are in a state of “halichah,” 
of movement, and we are indeed 
required to literally move from our 
established homes to the temporary 
homes of the sukkah (Maseches 
Sukkah 2a). On Hoshana Rabbah, we 
are now at the end of this period of 
being in an exalted spiritual state and 
the moment has come to leave the 
sukkah and return to the home. The 
bridge that connects the exalted to the 
mundane on Hoshana Rabbah is chibut 
aravos. Chibut Aravos is the physical 
expression of our prayer to maintain 
Hashem’s presence in our day-to-day 
existence in the long winter months 
ahead. We have begun our journey, 
as the Sefas Emes explained, and now 
seek to continue adding holiness and 
kedushah to our everyday existence as 
we leave the sukkah and return to our 

daily lives through the banging of the 
aravah and all that it represents.

Endnotes 

1. In a previous article in the Torah To Go 
Series (Sukkos 2008) titled “Happiness To 
Go: A Spiritual Series,” we developed five 
distinct steps of joy and described how each 
of these steps manifests itself through our 
observance of Sukkos.   

2. Of course, Sukkos is then followed by 
Shmini Atzeres and Simchas Torah (whether 
it be observed one day in Israel or two days in 
the Diaspora). However, in this article, we will 
focus on the closing of Sukkos itself, which 
occurs on Hoshana Rabbah. 

3. The opinion of Rashi on this amud, s.v. 
chabit, is that it actually means that the aravah 
was waved. While the Shulchan Aruch follows 
the Rambam, the Rema also takes Rashi’s 
opinion into account and says that we are 
therefore accustomed to both wave and then 
beat the aravos. In regard to the different 
customs of banging on a utensil or the ground, 
see the Bikurei Yaakov, Hilchos Lulav 664:16, 
who quotes the sources for both customs and 
provides an interesting practical difference. 
Our explanation in this article regarding 
banging on the ground follows the custom of 
the Arizal as elucidated by the Bikurei Yaakov. 
The Mishnah Brurah (664:19) suggests to first 
bang the aravah on the ground five times and 
then on a utensil.

4. I am indebted to the sefer Zman 
Simchaseinu written by the Rosh Yeshiva of 
the Chevron Yeshiva, Rav Dovid Cohen, who 
has already elaborated on and influenced 
many of the ideas in this article.  

5. This is the reason that the customary 
greeting on Hoshana Rabbah is to wish 
someone a “good Kvittel,” which is Yiddish 
for note, as we wish that a person’s final 
judgment, which was issued on Yom Kippur, 
will now be sealed on Hoshana Rabbah. 
We thus perform the chibut aravos at this 
auspicious time of judgment.

6. See Nefesh Hachaim, Shaar Aleph, for an 
in-depth analysis of the symbiotic relationship 
between a person’s actions and the cosmic 
impact that these actions have in the spiritual 
realm. 
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A profound question has often 
been raised about the  
  covenant between God and 

the Jewish people: After Sinai, what 
does Judaism believe is the nature of 
the relationship between God and 
the rest of the world who rejected 
His law? Put succinctly, does God 
still care about people who refused 
His Commandments, or have they 
forevermore forfeited their right to 
providential concern?

Universalism Versus 
Particularism 

There are two ways we might view 
all of history in the aftermath of the 
Jewish people’s acceptance of Torah. 

The first is to assume that God, 
the Creator of the heavens and the 
earth, sought a people who believe 
in Him and follow His ways. All the 
nations of the world, according to the 
Midrash (Mechilta, Yitro no. 5), were 
offered the Torah but they declined. 
They were not willing to live by its 
restrictions. They felt it too confining 
for their lifestyles and values. Only 
the Jews said, “We will do and we 
will listen.” From that moment on, 
it was the Jews who became the 
beloved children of the Almighty. All 
others exist merely to be tolerated, 
or perhaps to serve God’s grander 
scheme to simply bring benefits to His 
chosen people.

In this view, non-Jews were written off 
forever from divine favor. The world 
only exists for the sake of Torah; 
Gentiles who do not accept Torah are 
merely vestigial remnants of ancient 
times, consigned to eternal divine 
rejection.

In sharp contrast to this particularistic 
view, another interpretation is that 
even after the covenant at Sinai 
between God and the Jewish people, 
the creator of the entire world did not 
renounce hope and confidence in the 
rest of mankind. Judaism may well 
have a universalistic vision. After all, 
it was Adam, progenitor of all human 
beings on earth, who was created in 
God’s image. That makes all humanity 
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one, at least in some measure, with the 
Almighty. It lends all people divine 
dignity. It sets humans apart from the 
beasts that preceded them in the act of 
creation. Human existence is imbued 
with a level of holiness. This spiritual 
link to the creator suggests that sin 
is but a temporary aberration; the 
refusal of non-Jews long ago to accept 
a covenant with God represents a 
failing in the past that will at some 
point be rectified. All descendants 
of Adam must someday agree to live 
their lives as God had intended. The 
goal of history must be for Jews to 
serve as a catalyst for the rest of the 
world, to ensure that what the Jews 
grasped at Sinai eventually becomes 
acknowledged by all of God’s children.

Which is the correct interpretation of 
Judaism and its attitude toward those 
outside the covenant? The words 
of Isaiah (49:6) come immediately 
to mind: We are to be “a light unto 
the nations.” Our historically early 
acceptance of Torah places upon us 
an obligation to share its beauty with 
those who were not ready for its truths 
when first offered to them.

Why did God give the Torah in the 
desert of Sinai rather than in the holy 
land? Our sages (Bamidbar Rabbah 
1:6) explain that God wanted to 
demonstrate that the Torah didn’t 
belong to one nation alone or even to 
one country. A desert is halachically 
designated as “a place free for all, 
without owner, no man’s land,” or 
better put, “every man’s land” (makom 
hefker). The Torah was not given 
in Israel for that would have meant 
it was to be uniquely the Jewish 
Constitution. It was given in a space 
owned by human kind equally, for it 
was intended for all. Its purpose is to 
turn a world without law — which, by 
definition, is a barren desert — into 

a blooming, fertile, and productive 
place for human existence.

Yitro (Exodus 18–20), Moses’ 
father-in-law Jethro, is the name of 
the biblical portion where we read 
the account of the most important 
event in Jewish history, the revelation 
of the Decalogue. It is strange that 
Moses does not receive this honor. It 
is stranger still that the portion has 
as its title the name of someone who 
was not even born a Jew, but who only 
later in life abandoned his false idols 
and recognized monotheism. Why 
choose him? Because he is the greatest 
illustration of what the Torah is 
meant to accomplish — to transform 
idolaters into believers, pagans into 
worshipers of God.

When the Jewish people stood at 
the foot of Mount Sinai and were 
prepared to accept the Torah, God 
defined their mission by telling Moses 
to instruct the people the following:

ְוַעָתה ִאם ָׁשמֹוַע ִתְׁשְמעּו ְבֹקִלי ּוְׁשַמְרֶתם 
ֶאת ְבִריִתי ִוְהִייֶתם ִלי ְסֻגָלה ִמָכל ָהַעִמים ִכי 
ִלי ָכל ָהָאֶרץ. ְוַאֶתם ִתְהיּו ִלי ַמְמֶלֶכת ֹכֲהִנים 
ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוׁש ֵאֶלה ַהְדָבִרים ֲאֶׁשר ְתַדֵבר ֶאל ְבֵני 

ִיְשָרֵאל.
Now therefore if you will listen unto My 
voice and keep My covenant, then you 
shall be mine own treasure from among 
all peoples; for all the earth is mine, 
and you shall be unto Me a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation …
Exodus 19:5 – 6

The commentators are intrigued by 
the phrase “a kingdom of priests” — 
mamlechet kohanim. Surely the Jewish 
people will not all be priests. The 
12 tribes were divided into Priests, 
Levites, and Israelites; most Jews are 
simply Israelites. Why does God say 
that the Jewish people in its entirety 
will become a kingdom of Priests? 
Yehudah HaLevi (Kuzari, 2:35-44) 
explained that even as the Priests were 

to be the teachers and holy leaders 
for the rest of the Jewish people, so 
too, the Jews have to become the holy 
leaders of the rest of the world. That 
is the meaning of “You shall be Mine 
own treasure from among all peoples.” 
Not to be selected “from among” so 
that all others be discarded. Rather to 
be the Kohanim who will ensure that 
all others eventually follow, for “all the 
earth is mine.”

This universalistic concept is even 
used by one of the Talmudic sages to 
explain why Jews throughout history 
have been exiled around the globe. 
In a daring suggestion, Rabbi Eliezer 
offers the possible rationale that this 
seeming punishment may have a 
totally different purpose:

אמר ר”א לא הגלה הקדוש ברוך הוא את 
ישראל לבין האומות אלא כדי שיתוספו 

עליהם גרים שנאמר )הושע ב, כה( וזרעתיה 
לי בארץ כלום אדם זורע סאה אלא להכניס 

כמה כורין.
The Holy One, blessed be He, did not 
exile Israel among the nations save in 
order that proselytes might join them, for 
it is said: “and I will sow her unto Me in 
the land” [Hosea 2:25]. Surely a man 
sows a se’ah [biblical measure] in order 
to harvest many kor. 
Pesachim 87b

Jews must spread the knowledge of 
one God. The existence of the Jews 
allows for an awareness of Torah in 
the greater world community.

The Three Pilgrimage Festivals

In this light we may understand a 
deeper reason behind the sequence 
of the three pilgrimage festivals, 
Passover, Shavuot, and Sukkot.

Three major moments are 
commemorated in these holidays. 
Passover, the time when the Jews 
left Egypt, is identified always as the 
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“Festival of our freedom” — zman 
cherutenu. Shavuot, referred to as 
zman matan Torateinu, recalls “The 
time of the giving of the Torah” 50 
days later. The 40 years of wandering 
through the desert, leading up to the 
entry into Israel, is marked by Sukkot, 
the “Festival of our rejoicing,” zman 
simchatenu.

These descriptives attached to the 
festivals all recall their historic 
component. Yet another aspect is 
also incorporated into every one 
of them. The history of our people 
coincides with specific seasons. And 
the agricultural phenomenon of these 
seasons are crucial to the proper 
observance of the festivals, so much 
so that whenever we refer to these 
holidays we allude to their links with 
nature as well.

Passover is also called Chag ho’Aviv 
— “the Festival of the spring.” So 
important is this connection that 
although Jews observe a lunar 
calendar, we are commanded to insert 
an extra month in the year if the sages 
determined that Passover, because 
the lunar calendar is shorter than 
the solar, would occur too early and 
thereby lose its required link with 
spring. 

The emphasis on the season in nature 
in addition to the historic basis for 
Passover is true for the other two 
festivals in the series as well. In the 
Bible, Shavuot is referred to as Chag 
Ha’Bikurim — the “Festival of the 
First Fruits.” Farmers saw the first of 
the harvest ripen at this time of year. 
They would take their first fruits that 
bloomed and bring them to Jerusalem. 
Sukkot, the last in the series, must 
always occur in the fall so that its 
agricultural title applies: Chag Ha’Assif 
— “Festival of the Harvest.”

Spring, first fruit, and harvest are 

not simply addenda to the historic 
moments that these holidays 
commemorate. By way of metaphor, 
they offer the most profound insight 
into the meaning of the historic 
moments they ask us to recall.

To what may Passover best be 
compared? God finds a people 
He feels worthy of deliverance. To 
them He will subsequently give the 
Torah. They would be bearers of His 
mission. After the long darkness of 
historic winter, God’s people begin to 
“blossom.” It is spring. God and Israel 
meet as lovers. Shir Ha’shirim, the 
love song of Solomon, is a required 
biblical reading for Passover. But the 
relationship has not yet borne any 
fruit. Without Torah we can speak of 
no real fulfillment. Spring is but the 
season of promise, projected in terms 
of budding and blossoming. It is Chag 
Ho’Aviv. It remains for Shavuot, the 
time of the giving of the Torah to 
metaphorically coincide with Chag 
HaBikurim. The messages of historic 
revelation and of nature’s sending 
forth its fruits are in fact identical. 
Just as the farmer longs for his fruit to 
come forth from the seed, so too did 
God gratefully recognize the spiritual 
birth of the Jewish people. The world 
bore its first fruit when the Jews said, 
“We will do and we will hear.”

Yet that moment of revelation in 
nature is not the final harvest. It is 
merely synonymous with the “Festival 
of First Fruits.” The agricultural 
comparison assumes powerful 
meaning when we note the word used 
by God to describe His people. At the 
burning bush, God informed Moses 
that he would one day warn Pharaoh 
about the plague of the firstborn. The 
reason for this 10th plague was given:

ְוָאַמְרָת ֶאל ַפְרֹעה ֹכה ָאַמר ה’ ְבִני ְבֹכִרי 
ִיְשָרֵאל. ָוֹאַמר ֵאֶליָך ַׁשַלח ֶאת ְבִני ְוַיַעְבֵדִני 

ַוְתָמֵאן ְלַׁשְלחֹו ִהֵנה ָאֹנִכי ֹהֵרג ֶאת ִבְנָך ְבֹכֶרָך.
And you shall say unto Pharaoh, “Thus 
says the Lord: Israel is My son, My 
firstborn, and I have said unto you, let 
My son go that he may serve Me. And 
you have refused to let him go. Behold I 
will slay your son, your firstborn.”
Exodus 4:22 – 23

The firstborn of Egypt were slain, 
measure for measure, because 
Pharaoh had harmed God’s firstborn; 
b’ni bchori Yisroel — “My son, My 
firstborn, is Israel.” In what sense 
is Israel the firstborn of God? The 
commentator Ibn Ezra explains: “They 
were the first of My children to serve 
Me.”

Even as the uniqueness of the Jewish 
people is expressed in these words, 
God makes clear that He has many 
children. He is Father to everyone on 
earth. What makes Israel special is not 
that we are His “only” children, but 
rather that we are His first, the first to 
acknowledge Him. We are, as it were, 
the first fruits of the Almighty. How 
appropriate that the moment when 
the first nation appeared on the scene 
of world history to submit to God as 
master and accepted His will as law 
is when nature offers up its annual 
message of fulfillment by way of 
Bikkurim. 

But first fruits are not the final 
harvest. Shavuot cannot be the end 
of the cycle of festivals. How could 
God, who created the entire world, 
be content if only a small portion 
of humanity is dedicated to Him? 
History must bring about recognition 
on the part of all; from first fruits 
we must eventually proceed to an 
ingathering of all the crops in the 
fields, a complete harvest.

If Passover commemorates the 
Exodus and Shavuot the Revelation, 
then Sukkot speaks of the time that 



16
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary • The Benjamin and Rose Berger CJF Torah To-Go Series • Sukkot 5780

has not yet come to pass, the end of 
days which the prophets spoke of with 
the certainty of their eventual arrival. 
Sukkot, agriculturally the time of the 
final harvest, affirms that history too 
will emulate the workings of nature. 
The “first fruits” of the covenant at 
Sinai will eventually be followed by a 
time of universal acceptance of God, 
a time for rejoicing in the fullest sense 
of the word, a zman simchotenu for all 
of mankind.

Sukkot is the holiday of universalism 
par excellence. On this holiday we 
are commanded in the Torah to offer 
70 sacrifices — sacrifices on behalf 
of all of the nations of the world. The 
wavings of the four plant species are 
to be directed to the four corners of 
the earth. We are to leave the confines 
of our homes that separate us from 
others and sit in booths under the 
heavens that look down upon all of 
God’s children.

And it is precisely on this holiday that 
the prophet Zechariah tells us, in the 
text that has become designated as the 
Haftorah reading for the first day of 
Sukkot, that “It shall come to pass that 
everyone that is left of all the nations 
that came against Jerusalem shall 

go up from year to year to worship 
the King, the Lord of hosts, and to 
keep the feast of Tabernacles” [14:16]. 
Sukkot will eventually be observed 
by the whole world because this is 
the holiday meant to fulfill the joy of 
the final harvest for God — a joy long 
delayed and overdue from the Shavuot 
moment when only the Jewish “first 
fruits” appeared on the scene at Sinai. 

The Universalistic Vision of 
the Shema Yisrael

So important is this idea that 
according to Rashi, the prime 
commentator on the Torah, it 
finds expression in the verse we are 
commanded to recite twice daily to 
verbally summarize our commitment 
to God and our faith.

The six words of the Shema have 
been translated in many ways. On 
the simplest level, “Hear O Israel, 
the Lord is our God, the Lord is 
one” affirms no more than a belief in 
monotheism. But Rashi sees much 
more in this statement:

ה’ אלהינו ה’ אחד - ה’ שהוא אלקינו עתה 
ולא אלקי האומות, הוא עתיד להיות ה’ אחד, 
שנאמר )צפניה ג, ט( כי אז אהפוך אל עמים 

שפה ברורה לקרוא כולם בשם ה’ ונאמר 
)זכריה יד, ט( ביום ההוא יהיה ה’ אחד ושמו 

אחד:
The Lord is our God the Lord is one — 
the Lord who at present is our God and 
not the God of the nations, He is destined 
to become the One God, as it says, “For 
then will I turn to the peoples a pure 
language, that they may all call upon 
the name of the LORD, to serve Him 
with one consent” (Zephaniah 3:9), 
and it says, “And in that day the Lord 
will be One and his name will be One” 
(Zechariah 14:9).
Rashi, Devarim 6:4

The phrase that summarizes our 
faith, the Torah verse we are to teach 
our children as soon as they learn 
how to speak and that, if we have 
the opportunity to do so, to recite 
before we go to our deaths, doesn’t 
simply express belief in God. More 
than monotheism, it asserts total 
conviction that at some future time all 
of mankind will share this knowledge 
and join us in acknowledging the 
creator of the heavens and the Earth. 
And that may well be the most 
relevant and meaningful message of 
Sukkot.

Sukkot is the holiday of universalism 
par excellence ... We are to leave the 
confines of our homes that separate us 
from others and sit in booths under 
the heavens that look down upon all of 
God’s children.
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Anyone who has ever filed 
for a town building permit 
understands that there are 

many rules and regulations regarding 
building any sort of structure. Not 
surprisingly, building a sukkah is 
no different. However, as opposed 
to a mundane structure, the rules 
regarding building the sukkah are 
dictated by spiritual values as opposed 
to aesthetics. Masechet Sukkah 
opens with a ruling that any sukkah 
constructed taller than twenty amot 
is invalid. This law is derived from the 
verse in Vayikra:

ַבֻסֹכת ֵתְׁשבּו ִׁשְבַעת ָיִמים ָכל ָהֶאְזָרח ְבִיְשָרֵאל 
ֵיְׁשבּו ַבֻסֹכת.

You shall dwell in the sukkah for seven 
days, every citizen in Israel should sit in 
sukkot.
Vayikra 23:42

The Gemara explains:

כל שבעת הימים צא מדירת קבע ושב בדירת 
עראי. עד עשרים אמה - אדם עושה דירתו 

דירת עראי, למעלה מעשרים אמה - אין אדם 
עושה דירתו דירת עראי, אלא דירת קבע. 

For seven days we must leave our 
permanent residence, and live in a 
temporary dwelling. Below twenty amot, a 
dwelling is considered temporary, but above 
twenty amot, it is considered permanent.
Sukkah 2a

This statement teaches that a sukkah 
must be a temporary dwelling, and is 
only considered to be one if the walls 
are below twenty amot. From here we 
learn that integral to the mitzvah of 
sukkah is to live within walls that are 
of a temporary nature. In the second 
perek of Sukkah, the Gemara uses 
this same pasuk to teach us a different 
aspect of this halacha: 

תנו רבנן כל שבעת הימים אדם עושה סוכתו 
קבע וביתו עראי כיצד היו לו כלים נאים מעלן 

לסוכה מצעות נאות מעלן לסוכה אוכל ושותה 
ומטייל בסוכה מנא הני מילי דתנו רבנן כיצד 

היא מצות הישיבה בסוכה שיהיה אוכל ושותה 
ודר בסוכה כל שבעת הימים בין ביום בין בלילה 

כדרך שהוא דר בביתו בשאר ימות השנה וכל 
שבעת הימים עושה אדם את ביתו עראי ואת 

סוכתו קבע שנאמר בסוכות תשבו שבעת ימים.
The Sages taught: All seven days of 
Sukkot, a person renders his sukkah his 
permanent residence and his house his 
temporary residence. How so? If he has 
beautiful vessels, he takes them up to 
the sukkah, which was typically built on 
the roof. If he has beautiful bedding, he 
takes it up to the sukkah. He eats and 
drinks and relaxes in the sukkah. The 
Gemara asks: From where are these 
matters derived? The Gemara explains 
that it is as the Sages taught: “In sukkot 
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shall you reside” (Leviticus 23:42), and 
they interpreted: Reside as you dwell in 
your permanent home. From here they 
said: All seven days, a person renders his 
sukkah his permanent residence and his 
house his temporary residence. How so? 
If he has beautiful vessels, he takes them 
up to the sukkah; if he has beautiful 
bedding, he takes it up to the sukkah; 
he eats and drinks and relaxes in the 
sukkah and studies Torah in the sukkah.
Sukkah 28b 

The Gemara explains that for seven 
days, we should make our house 
temporary and our sukkah permanent. 
Therefore, we should eat, drink, 
and sleep in the sukkah, as we do 
in our house.1 Whereas earlier, the 
emphasis of basukkot teishvu was on 
the construction of the sukkah and its 
temporary nature, the latter Gemara 
emphasizes our relationship to the 
sukkah and how we must view this 
temporary structure as our permanent 
home. Why is impermanence such 
an integral part of the construction of 
the sukkah? Furthermore, why is it so 
important that we treat the temporary 
sukkah as if it were our permanent 
house?

We can find an answer to these 
questions from the writing of Rav 
Zadok HaCohen of Lublin. In an essay 
discussing the themes of Sukkot, Rav 
Zadok, Pri Tzadik (Sukkot) takes 
note of the puzzling formulation of 
the Gemara “כל שבעת הימים צא מדירת 
 For seven days“ ”קבע ושב בדירת עראי
we must leave our permanent residence, 
and live in a temporary dwelling.” 
Rav Zadok questions the seeming 
redundancy of this command: Why 
is it necessary to state that we must 
leave our house once there already 
is a command to dwell in a sukkah? 
He answers, that in order to properly 
fulfill the mitzvah of sukkah, we must 

first understand what the sukkah 
symbolizes. Sukkot is a metaphor 
for our relationship with this world. 
While on a technical level, the 
mitzvah of sukkah consists of leaving 
our permanent residence, in a deeper 
sense it is a mandate to recognize 
the fleeting nature of our material 
world. Therefore, the command is 
to recognize that the world that we 
have become entrenched in and made 
kevah is truly arai. Only then will we 
be able to cultivate a connection to 
the true permanent world. The sukkah 
functions as a spiritual space within a 
transient world, where we can divest 
from physicality and connect to what 
it is really important and eternal.2 

 In a similar vein, Rav Eliyahu Dessler, 
Michtav Me’Eliyahu, Vol. 2, pg. 106, 
writes that all that we think of as 
permanent is temporary, and that 
“man must recognize that there is no 
permanence in our world. Rather, all 
desires and pleasures are ephemeral.” 
The central motif of Sukkot is to arrive 
at this understanding. Rav Zadok 
concludes that it is recognition of 
the impermanent and the temporary 
nature of this world that allows us to 
create a space for Hashem in our lives. 
Unlike our homes, which get cluttered 
with our many things, the sukkah 
is bare. We are forced to prioritize 
between what we need and what we 
want, and it this minimization of 
materialism that grants us the ability 
to focus on our deeper values and 
goals. The sukkah reminds us to make 
a distinction between what is real 
and what is transitory, between our 
deepest values and what we spend 
our time doing. By so doing, we open 
ourselves up for a full relationship 
with Hashem and His mitzvos.

 Rav Yitzchak Hutner, Pachad 
Yitzchak, Sukkot 6, 7, 22, addresses 

the second Gemara, and presents 
a remarkable idea regarding the 
obligation for man to dwell in his 
sukkah “as he dwells in his home 
throughout the year.” He writes that 
Yaakov Avinu is the forefather who is 
most associated with Sukkot. In fact, 
the first mention of the word “sukkot” 
in the Torah is in regards to Yaakov:

ְוַיֲעֹקב ָנַסע ֻסֹכָתה ַוִּיֶבן לֹו ָבִית ּוְלִמְקֵנהּו ָעָשה 
ֻסֹכת ַעל ֵכן ָקָרא ֵׁשם ַהָמקֹום ֻסכֹות.

…and Yaakov traveled to Sukkot and 
built a house for him and his livestock, 
Sukkot, and therefore this place was 
called Sukkot.
Bereishit 33:17

On a deeper level, it is “emet,” (truth), 
his distinguishing middah (character 
trait), that is synonymous with the 
epitome of the sukkah. Rav Hutner 
differentiates Yaakov’s “emet” from 
“chessed,” (kindness), the hallmark of 
Avraham, and “gevurah,” (strength), 
the defining character trait of 
Yitzchak. “Emet” is not a character 
trait like the others; rather, it is above 
them, and all middot. Every middah 
contains numerous aspects and 
facets that don’t necessary overlap, 
yet are all true, and therefore, are all 
subsumed under “Emet.” Yaakov’s 
midda of “Emet” means that he doesn’t 
personify any one midda, but that 
he is “kollel hakol” — he includes 
everything. Rav Hutner explains that 
a worldview that encompasses many 
diverse ideas can survive anything, 
while a worldview built on one idea 
can fall if its premise is challenged. 
“Emet” is therefore unable to be 
destroyed, it is kevah and everlasting.

This notion that only something that 
is broad and includes a multiplicity 
of approaches can endure is very 
relevant to us. In order to achieve truth, 
we need to be comfortable asking 
uncomfortable questions about our 
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own beliefs. If we build our beliefs 
from singular ideas, and never expand 
our repertoire to encompass a range 
of approaches, then we will lack the 
ability to question or probe the depth 
of an idea out of fear of raising a doubt 
or discovering truth in an opposing 
idea. Without breadth, any doubt that 
emerges will threaten the entire system. 
If we build our beliefs on a broad 
base, and we pull from many ideas 
and different types of people, then 
we can question aspects of our beliefs 
without running the risk of uprooting 
everything. When we encounter an 
opposing opinion, we will rely on our 
comprehensive foundation of beliefs. 
By integrating doubts, we can deepen 
our understanding, bringing us closer 
to the ultimate “Emet.” Rav Hutner 
is explaining to us the importance of 
“leaving our permanent dwellings,” 
stepping out of the mentality that holds 
us back from asking questions and 
reaching “Emet.” We are instructed to 

enter a place of impermanence, where 
we are not tethered and inhibited 
by our own limiting mindsets and 
insecurities. It is this mindset of 
temporality that allows us to explore a 
much wider range of ideas and sources, 
culminating with “Emet.” 

This theme of including multiple 
ideas and approaches into our 
avodat Hashem is exemplified by the 
Ushpizin. The seven Ushpizin we 
welcome into our sukkah had a lot 
in common, and they also had major 
differences in the ways that they 
served Hashem. We welcome these 
spiritual guests into our temporary 
dwelling, adding them into the mix 
of Jews, holding various hashkafot, 
levels of education, and customs, 
thereby creating a space that allows 
us to broaden and strengthen our 
identities. We are meant to embrace 
this ideal of the sukkah as a place that 
is inherently temporary, that serves 
as both a spiritual oasis within the 

material world and as a model for how 
we should think and interact with 
the world. When we allow ourselves 
to embody this impermanence, and 
we take the lessons that we can, and 
should, learn from everyone, then we 
can truly reach an everlasting “Emet.” 

Endnotes 

1. The Rambam codifies this in Mishneh Torah:

כיצד היא מצות הישיבה בסוכה שיהיה אוכל ושותה 
ודר בסוכה כל שבעת הימים בין ביום ובין בלילה כדרך 
שהוא דר בביתו בשאר ימות השנה. וכל שבעת הימים 

עושה אדם את ביתו עראי ואת סוכתו קבע שנאמר 
בסוכות תשבו שבעת ימים. 

What is the mitzvah of dwelling in the sukkah? 
One should eat, drink and live in the sukkah all 
seven days, by day and by night, the same way that 
one lives in one’s home the rest of the year. All seven 
days, one should make one’s home temporary and 
one’s sukkah permanent as it states “You shall 
dwell in the sukkah for seven days.”
2. Rav Zadok adds that in the days of the Beit 
HaMikdash, the Beit HaMikdash assumed 
this role of a spiritual oasis within the physical 
world, and in the post-churban period, the 
sukkah assumes that role.
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