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The period of Sukkot, and 
specifically Shemini Atzeret, 
weave together endings and 

beginnings beautifully. Beginning with 
Rosh Chodesh Elul, as indicated by 
the recitation of Tehillim perek 27, the 
Yamim Noraim period culminates with 
Sukkot; it also represents the finale 
of the agricultural cycle that began 
the previous spring around Pesach. 
However, Tishrei is also regarded 
as the month commemorating the 
creation of the world (as well as the 
beginning of the academic year); 
this was the time of year picked by 
Shlomo Hamelech for the dedication 
and inauguration of the first Beit 
Hamikdash. The month of Tishrei is 
referred to in Sefer Melachim as yerach 
ha’etanim, the month of strength, 
which Metzudat David (Melachim I 
8:2) describes as a month jam-packed 

with holidays that endow us with 
strength and set the spiritual tone for 
the entire year ahead. 

The haftarah of Shemini Atzeret, 
read on Simchat Torah outside 
Israel, marks the end of Moshe’s 
tenure and the transition to a new 
beginning under the tutelage of his 
protege, Yehoshua. Let us examine the 
message of this reading found in Sefer 
Yehoshua perek 1 and its relationship 
to this auspicious time. 

Megilla 31a lists the various haftarot 
read throughout the year. Yehoshua 
perek 1 is absent from this list. 

יו"ט האחרון קורין כל הבכור מצות וחוקים 
ובכור ומפטירין )מלכים א ט, א( ויהי ככלות 

שלמה למחר קורין וזאת הברכה ומפטירין 
)מלכים א ח, כב( ויעמד שלמה.

On the last Festival day of Sukkot, 
i.e., the Eighth Day of Assembly, they 

read the portion of “All the firstborns,” 
starting with the portion of “You shall 
tithe,” since it includes many mitzvot 
and statutes relating to gifts for the 
poor, and it concludes with the halakhot 
governing firstborns (Deuteronomy 
14:22–16:17). And they read as the 
haftarah the portion of “And it was so, 
that when Solomon had made an end 
of praying” (I Kings 8:54–9:1), which 
occurred on that day. On the next day, 
the second day of the Eighth Day of 
Assembly in the Diaspora, they read 
the portion of “And this is the blessing” 
(Deuteronomy, chapters 33–34) until 
the end of the Torah, and they read as 
the haftarah “And Solomon stood” (I 
Kings 8:22–53).

Tosafot on Megillah 31a, note this 
divergence of common custom from 
that mentioned in the Gemara, and 
argues that Rav Hai Gaon changed 
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the haftarah choice from the one that 
was listed in the Gemara to the first 
perek of Sefer Yehoshua. They note, 
however, that no rationale was given 
for this exceptional change.

The Ran, in his commentary on 
the Rif, explains why this change 
was made. The haftarah is a direct 
continuation from the storyline 
and conclusion of the Torah in 
Vezot HaBracha. This reason is 
somewhat surprising, since most 
haftarot connect thematically to the 
Torah reading of the day and not 
chronologically. 

Let us attempt to explore why 
Yehoshua perek 1 was deemed an 
appropriate choice for this haftarah. 

The first perek of Yehoshua revolves 
around the establishment of Yehoshua 
as leader and his acceptance among 
the nation. The phrase “chazak 
v’ematz” (be strong and courageous) is 
strategically repeated and emphasized 
in the perek’s beginning, middle and 
end. There is a great deal of emphasis 
on Yehoshua being mesharet Moshe 
(Moshe’s apprentice), and the fact that 
Moshe died is repeated several times 
in the perek. Why is there a need to 
repeatedly state the obvious? 

This perek also contains the famous 
directive given to Yehoshua to remain 
constantly and whole-heartedly 
connected to the pursuit of Torah 
study and its laws, as seen in Yehoshua 
1:8:

לֹא ָימּוׁש ֵסֶפר ַהּתֹוָרה ַהֶזה ִמִפיָך ְוָהִגיָת ּבֹו 
יֹוָמם ָוַלְיָלה ְלַמַען ִּתְׁשמֹר ַלֲעׂשֹות ְכָכל ַהָכתּוב 

ּבֹו ִכי ָאז ַּתְצִליַח ֶאת ְדָרֶכָך ְוָאז ַּתְׂשִכיל
Let not this Book of the Teaching cease 
from your lips, but recite it day and 
night, so that you may observe faithfully 
all that is written in it. Only then will 
you prosper in your undertakings and 
only then will you be successful.

Why wasn’t this important directive 
stated by Moshe in Sefer Devarim in 
his parting words to the nation and 
to Yehoshua personally? Why is it 
uttered instead in this first perek of 
Sefer Yehoshua? 

To better understand this perek, let 
us explore the nature of Yehoshua’s 
leadership, abilities and strengths. 
Moshe’s transfer of leadership to 
Yehoshua was not surprising and 
in many ways was the natural order 
of progression given that Moshe 
mentored him for so many years. 
However, their leadership roles and 
charges were significantly different. 
We begin to see the differences in 
Sefer Bamidbar when the nation 
rejected the heavenly blessings they 
were granted in the desert. Their 
travels into Israel, ostensibly under 
Moshe’s direction, were designed 
to be miraculous — for example, 
the eleven-day journey from 
Midbar Sinai to Kadesh Barnea was 
completed in just three days. Yet the 
nation requested spies and sought 
to temper the supernatural efforts 
with a human, more natural element. 
Hashem (reluctantly) agreed to this 
suggestion and Yehoshua himself was 
commissioned to join the mission 
of the spies, paving the way for his 
emergence as a leader under this type 
of existence. 

Similarly, in the war with Amalek 
in Shemot 17, each leader played a 
role in the victorious battle against 
our sworn enemy. Moshe combatted 
Amalek with his mateh Elokim, “the 
staff of G-d” — used to bring about 
miracles — while Yehoshua utilized 
the sword.

ַויֹאֶמר מֶֹׁשה ֶאל ְיהֹוֻׁשַע ְּבַחר ָלנּו ֲאָנִׁשים ְוֵצא 
ִהָלֵחם ַּבֲעָמֵלק ָמָחר ָאֹנִכי ִנָצב ַעל רֹאׁש ַהִגְבָעה 

ּוַמֵטה ָהֱאֹלִקים ְּבָיִדי.
Moses said to Joshua, “Pick some men 

for us, and go out and do battle with 
Amalek. Tomorrow I will station myself 
on the top of the hill, with the rod of God 
in my hand.”
Shemot 17:9

ַוַיֲחֹלׁש ְיהֹוֻׁשַע ֶאת ֲעָמֵלק ְוֶאת ַעּמֹו ְלִפי ָחֶרב.
And Joshua overwhelmed the people of 
Amalek with the sword.
Shemot 17:13

The Malbim (Shemot 17:9) notes 
the different contributions of both 
Moshe and Yehoshua in this war 
against Amalek. This war was fought 
primarily b’derech hateva and under 
the leadership of Yehoshua since the 
nation did not deserve an exclusively 
supernatural victory, but rather 
a victory won through obscured 
miracles, nissim nistarim. Yehoshua 
was the logical choice for this type 
of battle, since he would continue to 
lead the people in similar battles upon 
entering Israel: 

ויאמר משה אל יהושע. הנה במלחמת סיחון 
ועוג נלחם משה בעצמו כי היתה המלחמה 

ע"י ה' בנסים גלוים, כמ"ש )דברים ג׳:ב׳( אל 
תירא כי בידך נתתי אותו כי אז היו ראוים 

אל הנס, לא כן עתה שה' הסתיר פניו מהם 
והיו צריכים למלחמה טבעיית, שזה לא היה 

בכחו של משה, שכל עמנו היה מעשה נסים, 
ולכן הוצרך שתהיה המלחמה ע"י יהושע, 

שהוא היה מוכן לרשת את הארץ ע"י מלחמה 
טבעיית בעזר אלקי בנסים נסתרים כפי הזכות 
וההכנה לכן צוה אל יהושע, ומשה שלא היה 

יכול להושיעם אז בכח שבידו להפליא פלאות 
בנסים גלוים כי ה' הסתיר פניו מהם, בכ"ז יצא 
לעזרם בתפלתו ולהפיק רצון שלא יהיה החטא 

מכשילם לפני צורריהם.
Moshe said to Yehoshua — Moshe’s 
special abilities lay in the realm of 
the supernatural. For this reason, he 
conducted the wars against Sichon and 
Og personally, since those wars were 
openly miraculous. On this occasion, 
by contrast, Hashem hid His face so 
that they were required to do battle in 
a natural manner. Therefore, Moshe 
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delegated command to Yehoshua, who 
had been chosen by Hashem to lead 
the conquest of Canaan, which was 
to be accomplished through natural 
wars accompanied by hidden miracles. 
Nevertheless, Moshe helped in the battle 
against Amalek through prayer and 
urgings to repentance in order that they 
would enjoy Divine favor. 

We see other examples of this 
leadership style. Bamidbar 11 contains 
the account of the appointment of 
seventy elders to share in Moshe’s 
leadership. Eldad and Medad 
prophesied in the camp instead 
of gathering by the ohel moed as 
instructed by Moshe. Yehoshua 
reacted strongly to this incident and 
demanded that Moshe shut them 
down. However, Moshe appeared 
nonplussed by this seeming act of 
disobedience and was pleased that 
there were more people receiving 
prophecy from Hashem. Since 
Yehoshua worked within the 
framework of derech hateva, the 
natural order, he was concerned about 
process and was alarmed when the 
nevuah for Eldad and Medad did not 
come about through the prescribed 
framework. For Moshe, employing a 
supernatural lens, he was not focused 
on the natural order but on the 
importance of the end result of more 
prophets. 

Yehoshua’s role in the story of the 
meraglim shows this aspect of his 
character as well. Moshe formally 
changed his name from Hoshea to 
Yehoshua before sending him on 
this mission. (The Netziv believes 
that Moshe temporarily changed 
his name previously before the war 
with Amalek, yet the name change 
became permanent now). The Netziv 
(Bamidbar 13:16) explains why 
Moshe sought to make the official 

name change at this juncture and why 
Moshe even agreed to send Yehoshua 
as one of the meraglim once he 
realized the mission would be a failure. 
Once Hashem allowed the sending of 
the spies, Moshe became aware of a 
paradigm shift in how the land would 
be conquered, one that would include 
a conquest within derech hateva. Based 
on this, he understood what type of 
leadership role Yehoshua was cut out 
for and began to cultivate him for this 
type of leadership.

ויקרא משה להושע בן נון יהושע. ...והוא פלא 
אם ידע משה שמרגלים יקלקלו כ״כ לא היה 
לו לשלחם. אלא כך הדבר... עד אותה שעה 
שנתברר שיהושע מכניס ישראל לארץ אם 

ע״י נבואת אלדד ומידד. אם מזה שהבין משה 
שלא תהי׳ ביאתם לארץ בדרך נס נגלה כ״כ 

שהרי הסכים הקב״ה למרגלים. וא״כ יהי׳ ע״י 
יהושע ע״כ ברכו לחלוטין בזה השם. 

And Moshe called Hoshea ben Nun 
Yehoshua — This is perplexing 
considering Moshe knew that the spies 
would sin, it seems like he should not 
have sent him (Yehoshua). But the 
matter is such … it was not until this 
moment that it became clear that 
Yehoshua would be the one to enter the 
Jewish nation into Israel, whether due 
to the prophecy of Eldad and Medad, 
or rather that Moshe understood at this 
time that the nation’s entrance into Israel 
would not be based on open, revealed 
miracles, once Hashem allowed the 
sending of spies. And if so, then Yehoshua 
would be the one to accomplish this and 
therefore he (Moshe) blessed him with 
this name going forward.

This explanation fits nicely with Rav 
Kook’s understanding of the failed 
mission of chet hameraglim. He writes 
that the majority of the meraglim 
were accustomed to a miraculous 
existence in the desert. They could not 
comprehend an existence where the 
nation was expected to work the land 

and obtain their sustenance naturally, 
while also spending time engaged in 
significant Torah study. This is why 
they attempted to sabotage the entry 
into Eretz Yisrael. They could not 
foresee a way to integrate the natural 
and supernatural. As a consequence, 
the generation they represented 
did not enter the land. Yehoshua, 
who recognized and embraced a life 
integrating hidden miracles and derech 
hateva in Israel, would lead and inspire 
the next generation. The challenges 
and experiences in the desert and 
Eretz Yisrael were different, the 
worries and uncertainties were unique 
in each locale and required different 
approaches and guidance. On one 
level, we can consider a life b’derech 
hateva as inferior to one dictated 
by nissim gluyim, outright miracles. 
Yet we can’t underestimate the 
power and spirituality that emerges 
from overcoming challenges and 
achievements fueled through our own 
efforts, within derech hateva. When the 
aspaklaria meira of Moshe’s prophecy 
diminished, it was up to the zekenim 
and others to propel Hashem’s word 
and the Torah further through human 
effort and transmission. The challenge 
of not receiving divine directive in 
an unequivocal fashion necessitates 
considerable human effort to seek 
it out. As mesharet Moshe, Yehoshua 
absorbed the Torah from his master, 
which he was tasked with ushering 
into a new reality.

The Gemara in Bava Batra 75a tells us:

ְזֵקִנים ֶׁשְּבאֹותֹו ַהדֹור ָאְמרּו ְפֵני מֶֹׁשה ִכְפֵני 
ַחָּמה ְפֵני ְיהֹוֻׁשַע ִכְפֵני ְלָבָנה

The elders of that generation said: The 
face of Moses was as bright as the face of 
the sun; the face of Joshua was like the 
face of the moon.

The source of the moon’s light is 
the sun, yet the moon’s size does 
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not remain constant like the sun. It 
waxes and wanes over the course of 
a month. We can view the moon as 
representing derech hateva, which 
emanates from the miraculous, yet 
contains opportunities and challenges 
for humans to influence. Yehoshua 
stood at the foot of Har Sinai ready to 
be taught the Torah that was given by 
Hashem directly to Moshe and make 
it relevant to those he was to teach 
from that day and beyond. The sun 
represents a fixed corpus that can be 
transmitted in its entirety, whereas 
the moon symbolizes this task of 
applying the information to reality — 
to unprecedented situations in a life 
governed largely by the laws of nature. 
The focus of the nation’s daily life in 
the desert was fundamentally different 
from their concerns upon entering 
the land. Finding a connection to 
the Torah in the desert and in Eretz 
Yisrael was a qualitatively different 
experience and one that Yehoshua was 
tasked with. For this reason, he was 
given encouragement, chazak v’ematz, 
on several occasions throughout the 
first perek of Sefer Yehoshua. Already 
from the end of Sefer Devarim, the 
Torah is referred to as a sefer Torah, 
something complete, which is being 
transmitted. The challenge after 
Hashem completed the transmission 
of the Torah to Moshe was about 
taking the entirety of the Torah 
and integrating it into daily living 
throughout all generations. 

It is this sefer Torah that Yehoshua was 
encouraged to remain connected to 
and immersed in all day and night. 
As the nation began life in Israel, they 
were reminded about the integral 
role the Torah plays as they go about 
their daily lives, and tasked with the 
challenge of remaining connected 
even when life becomes busy with 
many other important responsibilities 

and missions. For this reason, the 
pasuk of “v’hagita bo yomam va’layla” 
is intentionally introduced after the 
death of Moshe and when Yehoshua 
assumed his leadership. The directive 
is not about learning Torah as 
much as about being involved in 
integrating Torah into our day. It is 
the experiential life of Torah that 
was to be created under this new 
existence in Eretz Yisrael. Who better 
than Yehoshua to be tasked with “lo 
yamush,” since he was described with 
this quality of attachment to Moshe 
and the word of Hashem in Shemot 
33:11:

ְוִדֶּבר ה' ֶאל מֶֹׁשה ָפִנים ֶאל ָפִנים ַכֲאֶׁשר ְיַדֵּבר 
ִאיׁש ֶאל ֵרֵעהּו ְוָׁשב ֶאל ַהַּמֲחֶנה ּוְמָׁשְרתֹו ְיהֹוֻׁשַע 

ִּבן נּון ַנַער לֹא ָיִמיׁש ִמּתֹוְך ָהֹאֶהל.
The Lord would speak to Moses face 
to face, as one man speaks to another. 
And he would then return to the camp; 
but his attendant, Joshua son of Nun, a 
youth, would not stir out of the Tent.

The Gemara, Menachot 99b, quotes 
both this pasuk and the pasuk from 
our haftarah. It indicates that the 
obligation of being engaged in Torah 
daily applies even to one who has 
amassed the entirety of the Torah, 
because this directive is not about 
learning information but rather about 
integrating Torah and framing each 
day both at its start and end. Yehoshua 
proved himself to be the one to 
represent and be the champion of this 
lifestyle. The Gemara continues:

אמר ר' יונתן פסוק זה אינו לא חובה ולא 
מצוה אלא ברכה ראה הקב"ה את יהושע 
שדברי תורה חביבים עליו ביותר שנאמר 
ומשרתו יהושע בן נון נער לא ימיש מתוך 

האהל אמר לו הקדוש ברוך הוא יהושע כל כך 
חביבין עליך דברי תורה לא ימוש ספר התורה 

הזה מפיך.
Rabbi Yonatan says: This verse is 
neither an obligation nor a mitzva, but 
a blessing. Rabbi Yonatan explains: The 

Holy One, Blessed be He, saw Joshua and 
observed that the words of Torah were 
very precious to him, as it is stated: “And 
the Lord spoke to Moses face-to-face 
… and his servant Joshua, son of Nun, 
a young man, did not depart from the 
Tent” (Exodus 33:11). The Holy One, 
Blessed be He, said to Joshua: Joshua, are 
the words of Torah so precious to you? I 
bless you that this Torah scroll shall not 
depart from your mouth.

On Simchat Torah, we celebrate this 
connection that has been forged 
with the Torah for all times. It is 
a culmination of the continuous 
Torah reading that takes place every 
week and every Shabbat throughout 
each year. It is a celebration of an 
end. Yet it also marks a beginning, 
represented by the reading of a 
selection from Parshat Breishit. It is a 
time to reflect on the Yamim Noraim 
season that is coming to an end, 
and to take the intense connection 
to Hashem that has defined our 
existence, and integrate it into our 
daily lives going forward in the “achar 
hachagim” period of time. It is in 
many ways easier to feel connected 
when we clock countless hours in 
shul, surrounded by members of our 
community, performing many unique 
mitzvot pertaining to each chag. Yet 
we know the true challenge lies ahead 
in maintenance of this spiritual high 
after the intensity wears off, when we 
resume our routine. The holiday of 
Simchat Torah and the recitation of 
this haftarah have the ability to help 
us navigate lives that are constantly 
immersed in Torah and provide some 
structure for how to accomplish this 
goal. 

Translation of Talmud passages from 
The William Davidson digital edition of 
the Koren Noé Talmud
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Rabbi Yaakov Ettlinger 
(Germany, 19th century), 
Bikkurei Yaakov no. 625, in 

his opening comments to the laws of 
Sukkah, notes the following:

ישמחו הישרים ויגילו האשורים אף דלי נחלת 
ישראל החג הקדוש הזה הנקרא יום שמחתינו 

ושמחתו מכופלת ויזהרו מאוד לקיים מצות 
סוכה שמספר שמה צ"א כמספר שני שמות 

הקדושים שכוללם אמן וקדושתה מכופלת 
והמקיימה כהלכתה יכפלו שכרו מן השמים.

The upright should rejoice … for the 
holy holiday that is referred to as “days 
of simcha” and its joy is doubled. One 
should be exceedingly careful to fulfill 
the mitzvah of sukkah, as its numerical 
value is 91, the same as two holy names 
of G-d, which also is the numerical value 
of “amen,” and its holiness is double, 

therefore those who fulfill it according to 
its laws will receive double reward from 
Heaven.

Why does this specific mitzvah of 
sukkah earn us double reward? Why 
is this mitzvah singled out as one that 
we commemorate each year for seven 
days and not the other miracles (the 
well, mana bread) we received in the 
desert?

Rabbi Yerucham Olshin, Yareach 
L’moadim (Sukkos no. 25) cites a 
passage from Rabbeinu Bachya, 
Kad Hakemach, Sukkah, to provide 
an approach to understanding the 
reference to a double reward. We 
are all familiar with the debate 
between R’ Akiva and R’ Elazar 
(Sukkah 11b) about whether the 

miracle we commemorate is for 
actual huts that the Jewish People 
lived in the desert or the Clouds 
of Glory that accompanied us in 
our travels. R’ Bachya takes the 
approach1 that both opinions are 
true, and explains that sukkah has 
an “open” (nigleh) expression as well 
as a “hidden” (nistar) expression. 
The commemoration of the physical 
huts is the “open” expression of the 
mitzvah, whereas the Clouds of Glory 
is the “hidden” expression. 

Perhaps we can elaborate on this 
approach with the help of two 
puzzling halachos in the Rambam:

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

בין בלילה כדרך שהוא דר בביתו בשאר ימות 

THE SUKKAH: A PLACE TO GAIN PERSPECTIVE

Rabbi Yosef Kalinsky 
Dean, Undergraduate Torah Studies

Sukkot Insights
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השנה, וכל שבעת הימים עושה אדם את ביתו 
עראי ואת סוכתו קבע שנאמר בסוכות תשבו 

שבעת ימים.
What is the mitzvah of sitting in the 
sukkah? To eat and drink and live in the 
sukkah seven days, day and night, as one 
would dwell in their homes the rest of the 
year; and all of these seven days a person 
is to make their home temporary and 
their sukkah their permanent dwelling , 
as the verse states, “In sukkot you are to 
dwell for seven days.”
Hilchos Sukkah 6:5

אוכלין ושותין וישנין בסוכה כל שבעה בין 
ביום בין בלילה …. ומותר לשתות מים 

ולאכול פירות חוץ לסוכה, ומי שיחמיר על 
עצמו ולא ישתה חוץ לסוכה אפילו מים הרי 

זה משובח. 
We eat, drink, and sleep in the sukkah all 
seven, day and night, and it is permitted 
to drink water and eat fruit outside of 
the sukkah, and one who is stringent and 
does not even drink water outside of the 
sukkah is praised.
Hilchos Sukkah 6:6

Why does the Rambam mention 
eating and drinking in the sukkah 
in both halachos? Would it not be 
simpler to plainly state that the mitzva 
is to move into the sukkah and an 
expression of that is by eating in the 
sukkah –– all in one halacha?

Rabbi Soloveitchik2 understands 
that the Rambam views the mitzvah 
of sukkah as one that contains two 
components: (1) A general mitzva of 
“living in the sukkah”; (2) A specific 

mitzva to eat in the sukkah.3 We have 
a specific mitzva to eat and drink 
in the sukkah, but there is a further 
obligation to make the sukkah our 
central focus for seven days –– in the 
words of Rabbi Michael Rosensweig,4 
to make the sukkah our family 
“headquarters” for seven days. In 
fact, this is how we fulfill the simple 
meaning of the pasuk (Devarim 
16:13) Chag HaSukkos ta’aseh lecha 
shivas yamim” — make a holiday of 
Sukkos for yourself for seven days. 
Rabbeinu Manoach5 emphasizes this 
point in the fact that the bracha is 
formulated as “leishev basukkah” (to 
dwell in the sukkah) and not “le’echol 
basukkah” (to eat in the sukkah). 

In a striking approach, Rabbi Avraham 
Ehrlinger, Birkas Avraham, Sukkah 
9a, explains a debate in the Gemara 
–– whether one can fulfill the mitzva 
with a sukkah built on Chol Hamoed 
–– as revolving around this very issue. 
While the normative opinion is that it 
is permissibile, according to R’ Eliezer, 
we cannot fulfill the mitzvah, since a 
sukkah must be constructed prior to 
the holiday as a structure that will be 
used for all seven days, and the kiyum 
hamitzvah (the fulfillment) takes place 
once we have dwelled in the sukkah 
for seven consecutive days.6 

Indeed, the Ran, Sukkah 23a, notes 
that the reason we cannot take apart 
our sukkah after eating the final meal 
on the seventh day (Mishna, Sukkah 

48a) has nothing to do with the fact 
that perhaps we may change our mind 
and desire to eat another meal or take 
a nap later in the day (as Rashi there 
s.v. Lo explains), but rather part of the 
mitzvah to build a sukkah is to have it 
standing all seven days, as our home.

Borrowing Rabbi Soloveitchik’s 
terminology from other areas of 
halacha,7 perhaps we can go one 
step further and suggest that there 
is a ma’aseh mitzvah (a mitzvah act), 
expressed by eating a specific amount 
of food in the sukkah on the first 
night, and a kiyum hamitzvah, the 
purpose of the mitzvah, which is 
fulfilled by “building” a perspective 
on life that Hashem runs the world 
through our moving into a flimsy hut 
for seven days. Spending significant 
time in the sukkah reinforces our 
faith in Hashem and understanding 
that there is more to life than what we 
physically see in front of us. Perhaps 
this is hinted to by the two names 
of Hashem referenced by Rabbi 
Ettlinger. The outside letters of סוכה 
are ס,ה equalling 65, the numeric 
value of א,ד,נ,י, the name of Hashem 
that we connect with as the “Master,” 
which is more clearly expressed in the 
physical world. The inside letters are 
 the same numeric value of 26 ––   ו, כ
as י,ק,ו,ק [where ק=ה ] –– representing 
our inner relationship with Hashem.

Rabbi Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg, 
HaKesav VeHakabbalah (Vayikra 
23:43), notes that the word ישב 
connotes a sense of calmness 
and serenity, as the pasuk says in 
Shoftim 5:16, “lamah yashavta bein 
hamishpasayim” — why did you stay 
among the sheepfold — an image 
that takes us to the soft, lush hilltops 
tending to our flock. The sukkah is 
supposed to create a space for us to 
feel safe, serene, and confident –– 

We enter the sukkah to perform actions that 
represent the values we read in our siddur and 
concepts of faith that we reflected on, with hopes of 
committing to be better Jews in the coming year.  
The sukkah concretizes these notions and beliefs. 
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that Hashem tends to our needs, as a 
shepherd to His flock. 

Coming on the heels of the Yamim 
Noraim, deep days of prayer, 
introspection, and contemplation, we 
enter the sukkah to perform actions 
that represent the values we read 
in our siddur and concepts of faith 
that we reflected on, with hopes of 
committing to be better Jews in the 
coming year. The sukkah concretizes 
these notions and beliefs. 

Many have noted that the sukkah is a 
mitzva that we fulfill with our entire 
bodies and is all-encompassing, 
literally and figuratively. The sukkah 
may be transient in structure, but its 
ideas and lessons are supposed to be 
firm in our hearts and minds. Sukkah 
reminds us to be cognizant of Hashem 
in all our dealings, bechol derachecha 
da’ehu — in all of your ways know 
Him (Mishlei 3:6). Even when we 

conduct mundane actions such as 
eating and sleeping, if done within the 
proper context and mind frame, they 
become mitzvos.

Therefore, the double reward afforded 
to us through the medium of the 
sukkah lies in our ability to connect 
to this mitzva, through both our 
actions and intentions. The more 
time we spend in the sukkah, the 
greater opportunities we will have to 
contemplate its message and meaning. 
Just as when we respond to a blessing 
with a heartfelt אמן –– the numerical 
value of סוכה –– by affirming its truth, 
by moving our family headquarters to 
the sukkah for seven days, we actively 
affirm the notion of our dependence 
on Hashem and our trust in Him. 

Endnotes

1. See also Netziv Vayikra 23:43.

2. Reshimos Shiurim, Sukkah 28b, p. 105.

3. Perhaps the Rambam was bothered by 
the formulation of the passuk in Vayikra. We 
know that on a Torah level, the mitzva to eat 
in the sukkah is only the first night (similar 
to matza on Pesach), yet the passuk (Vayikra 
23:42) clearly states ַּבֻּסֹכת ֵּתְׁשבּו ִׁשְבַעת ָיִמים ָכל 
 The Rambam would ?ָהֶאְזָרח ְּבִיְׂשָרֵאל ֵיְׁשבּו ַּבֻּסֹכת
answer that the concept of transferring one’s 
home to the sukkah is indeed a seven-day 
mitzvah. For further elaboration on this and 
how this expresses a difference between the 
mitzvah of sukkah throughout Sukkos and 
that of matza on Pesach see an important 
article from Rabbi Rosensweig here: http://
torahweb.org/torah/2019/moadim/rros_
sukkos.html. 

4. https://www.yutorah.org/sidebar/lecture.
cfm/764801/rabbi-michael-rosensweig/
yeshiva-b-succah/. 

5  Commentary on Rambam Sukkah 6:7.

6  Whereas the other opinion assumes that 
each day is a separate mitzva not contingent 
on the rest — similar to the question related 
to whether Sefiras HaOmer is one mitzva 
or 49 mitzvos, or 49 acts of mitzvah with a 
common fulfillment.

7  Al Hateshuva pp. 41-45.

LEARN MORE ABOUT SUKKOT AT

www.yutorah.org/moadim-u-zmanim/holidays/sukkot
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A colleague, Rabbi Jonathan 
Gross, served as a rabbi in  
  Omaha, Nebraska for close 

to a decade. Nebraskans, as you may 
know, take their football and their 
home team — the Cornhuskers 
— very seriously. And so, it wasn’t 
unusual that someone from the local 
community posted the following 
question on the rabbi’s blog: “Is it 
permissible to hang a Huskers banner 
in my sukkah, and can I watch the 
Huskers game in my sukkah?” The 
rabbi answered yes to both questions, 
“if that’s what you normally do in your 
home.” The rabbi went even further, 
explaining that if those were activities 
normally done in his home, then he 
should hang the banner and watch the 
game in the sukkah because, for the 
week of the holiday, our sukkot are 

supposed to become our true homes.

The Talmud, Sukkah 2a, famously tells 
us: "tzei mi-dirat keva: go out from 
your permanent home, veshev b’dirat 
arai, and enter into your temporary 
home.” Recreate the atmosphere of 
your regular home in this temporary 
hut, which is why the Shulchan Aruch, 
Orach Chaim 639:1, instructs us to not 
only to eat in the sukkah but to also 
sleep in it, bring your nicest things 
into it — treat it like your real home, 
hang your banner, watch the game.

But why should we relate to 
something that is clearly a temporary 
dwelling as our permanent home? 
Why not simply treat the sukkah for 
what it truly is — a dirat arai — a 
temporary hut? Does not the halacha 
disqualify a sukkah that is created in 

a permanent way? If so, the sukkah 
should be treated as the transient 
dwelling it is. We can visit it and even 
recite the Kiddush inside its flimsy 
walls, but not live in it. The Torah, 
however, commands us basukkot 
taishvu — to live in our sukkot as we 
do in our permanent homes all year.

Which is it? Are our sukkot temporary 
dwellings, or are they our real homes 
to live in as we do our permanent 
ones?

Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm, zichrono 
livracha, taught that the sukkah comes 
to symbolize the wandering Jew in 
exile, going from place to place, trying 
to make his home in someone else’s 
country — in another people’s culture. 
The secret to surviving in another 
nation’s land, suggested Rabbi Lamm, 

IS OUR JUDAISM PORTABLE?  

Rabbi Mark Wildes 
Rabbi Mark Wildes is the Founder and Director of MJE (Manhattan Jewish 

Experience). He teaches an outreach training course at RIETS and is the 
author of Beyond the Instant: Jewish Wisdom for Lasting Happiness in a Fast-

Paced Social Media World and more recently The 40 Day Challenge: Daily 
Jewish Insights to Prepare for the High Holidays
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is to fill our sukkahs — to imbue our 
foreign surroundings wherever we find 
ourselves — with our Torah values 
and unique way of life. This approach 
to the sukkah is illustrated by the 
well-known halacha that a sukkah 
constructed on a boat, train or wagon 
is valid because Torah can be observed 
anywhere and everywhere. 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, 
Nineteen Letters no. 8, offered a similar 
explanation as to why the Torah was 
given in the wilderness and not in the 
holy land of Israel: although Israel is 
the ideal place to practice the Torah, 
it is not the only place. Revealing the 
Torah in the wilderness, Rav Hirsch 
asserts, shows that the Torah was 
meant to be observed anywhere in the 
world. 

To me, this is how Judaism has 
survived to this day. One Sukkot, I was 
privileged to spend the holiday with 
my brother and his family together 
with my sister-in-law’s Grandma 
Blanca, of blessed memory. At the 
time, Grandma Blanca was 99. She 
had fled Germany in 1936 when she 
was just a teenager. She watched as my 
wife observed the mitzvah of the arba 
minim, benching over the lulav and 
etrog in the sukkah. My wife turned 
to Grandma Blanca and asked if she 
would like to perform the mitzvah 
herself. Grandma Blanca was not an 
observant woman, so she was at first 
reluctant but, at the same time, I saw 
she was excited. She took the lulav and 
etrog and before reciting the blessing, 
pulled the etrog closer to smell its 
beautiful fragrance. As she breathed in 
the scent of the etrog, she immediately 
began to cry and blurted out: “we 
had such a nice life until Hitler!” She 
continued to cry. 

My wife tried to be of some comfort 
telling her: “Grandma Blanca: Hitler is 

gone, but we are still here.” Grandma 
Blanca composed herself and together 
they made the bracha and shook the 
lulav.  
It was a powerful moment I will 
never forget, for it symbolized the 
great success of Jewish history and 
continuity. In my mind, the Jewish 
people still exist and thrive because we 
still shake a lulav and etrog — because 
we still practice our Judaism. We have 
survived centuries of persecution 
because we have learned to maintain 
our traditions in whatever culture or 
country we find ourselves. We exist 
as a vibrant community in America 
today because of our grandparents 
who carried their Jewish traditions 
from Europe. We owe a debt of 
gratitude to those who did not toss 
their tefillin off the boat when they 
came to these shores and to the many 
Jews who, despite not being raised 
with much Yiddishkeit, nonetheless 
have embraced their Jewish heritage. 
They are the reason we remain a strong 
and vibrant people.  

The British Historian Arnold Toynbee 
said that what the world can learn 
from the Jew is how to live in the 
diaspora. He foresaw a time when 
minorities and ethnicities would no 
longer live in their native countries 
and would be challenged to preserve 
their culture in other people’s lands. 
The holiday of Sukkot, suggested 
Rabbi Lamm, possesses the secret 
to any people’s continuity — 
transporting our unique identity to 
new and foreign cultures. 

Perhaps that is why the prophet 
Zecharia, 14:19, speaks of non-Jews 
one day observing the holiday of 
Sukkot and being punished if they do 
not. Rabbi Lamm suggested that the 
punishment of extinction is simply the 
natural consequence of not learning 

the lesson of the sukkah: to transport 
our values to a new culture. If a given 
minority fails to retain their own 
heritage in whatever new environment 
they find themselves, they will quickly 
lose their identity and eventually they 
will cease to be.  

And therein lies the fundamental 
idea behind the Ushpizin, the special 
guests (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, 
Moses, Aaron and David) who visit 
our sukkahs every day of the holiday. 
Each personality of the Ushpizin, 
suggested Rabbi Lamm, symbolizes 
the idea of surviving spiritually in an 
alien setting: Abraham was told “Lech 
Lecha” — to leave his birthplace and 
travel to an unknown place. Isaac, 
although he remained in the same 
place his entire life, was made to 
feel almost like a stranger in his own 
home, never understood by own his 
wife and children. Jacob was forced to 
run from his brother Esav for fourteen 
years, all the while carrying on the 
traditions of his father Isaac. Joseph 
was sold into slavery by his brothers 
and lived out his life in a foreign 
country, but somehow maintained 
the demut dyukno, the image of his 
father and the values of his family. 
Moses, before he rose to greatness, 
also had to flee from Pharaoh and hide 
out in Midian for many years. Aaron, 
at the most critical juncture of his 
life, was left alone to lead the people 
when Moses ascended Har Sinai to 
receive the Torah. Finally, David spent 
much of his life running from various 
enemies, Jewish and non-Jewish alike.

Each member of the Ushpizin 
was forced to manage in a foreign 
environment, but they all maintained 
the traditions of their forebears. All 
brought their unique Jewish values 
and lifestyle with them, no matter 
where they went.
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We are no different today. We send 
our children off to secular colleges 
where staying Jewish is challenging. 
Our work and careers often place us 
in environments less than conducive 
to Jewish values. With the rising 
numbers of young men and women 
becoming more observant than the 
rest of their families, many do not 
have parents or siblings who share 
their new-found passion for Judaism.  
How do we conduct ourselves on 
campus, at work, or when we are with 
our own friends or family who may 
be less observant or have a different 
outlook on life? Do we remain proud 
of our heritage or do we make excuses 
for our religious observance so we can 
fit in? Are we trying to inspire others 
to follow in the ways of Torah?

 All of these situations require 
us to ask ourselves: are we living 
the lesson of the sukkah? Are we 
bringing our Torah to all these places, 
demonstrating that Jewish values 
apply everywhere, not only in the 
synagogue or beit midrash, but to all 
parts of our existence?

In my 25 years of engaging our less 
affiliated brothers and sisters in 
Jewish life, I have found this aspect 
of Judaism to be its most compelling 
feature: that the Torah pertains to 
every part of our lives. Recently I was 
having lunch with an MJE participant 
— Josh, a medical student studying 
for an MD/PhD. Although Josh’s 
Judaism consisted only of a Pesach 
Seder and Yom Kippur services, he 
has since become more committed 
to Torah observance because of his 

fascination with Jewish medical ethics. 
The whole idea that Judaism pertains 
to what he does professionally was 
such a turn-on for him. He had no 
idea that the Torah had anything more 
to do with his life than what he saw 
at the Seder table or in synagogue on 
Yom Kippur. 
I shared with Josh a powerful teaching 
by the great Jewish judge, Rabbi 
Dayan Grunfeld: Three of the four 
sections of the Shulchan Aruch deal 
not with ritual law — with how we 
pray or celebrate the holidays, but 
rather with how we confront everyday 
life. The Choshen Mishpat section of 
the Shulchan Aruch deals with torts, 
property law and contracts, namely, 
how we handle power. Even Ha’ezer 
contains laws pertaining to marriage 
and divorce, i.e. relationships and 
Yoreh Deah focuses on food (kashrut) 
and laws of family purity (nidah). 
Three of the four sections of the 
Code of Jewish Law deal with how we 
approach the basic human drives for 
power, food and physical intimacy. 
Only one of the four sections of 
the Shulchan Aruch, namely, Orach 
Chayim, deals with ritual law, the 
laws of prayer, holidays, Shabbat 
etc. The majority of Jewish tradition 
pertains to everyday life. Judaism has 
as much to do with what happens in 
the marketplace, the kitchen, and the 
bedroom as it does the synagogue.  
Yiddishkeit was never meant to be 
confined to shul. Like the sukkah, 
the Torah was meant to be brought 
into every part of our lives, into 
everywhere and anywhere we 
find ourselves. The vessels of the 

Tabernacle were carried on poles so 
they could be taken from place to 
place. However, once the holy vessel, 
be it the Menorah or the Altar, was 
brought to its resting place to be 
used as part of the service, the poles 
would then be removed until it was 
time for it to be transported again. 
This was the case for all the vessels 
of the Tabernacle except for the 
Ark of the Covenant, to which the 
Torah (Shemot 25:15) prohibits: lo 
yasuru mimenu — “Do not remove 
the poles.” Why were the carrying 
poles permanently affixed to the Ark 
and why is the Torah so emphatic 
that Ark’s poles never be removed? 
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, in his 
commentary on that verse, suggests 
that it is because the Ark housed the 
Tablets representing the Torah and the 
Torah must always be portable. The 
Torah must be ready at a moment’s 
notice to be brought to wherever it is 
needed, be it in the workplace or on 
college campus.  

I truly believe this is how we, the 
Jewish people, are still here. The secret 
to Jewish continuity is the secret of 
the sukkah. Never to allow the Torah 
to be confined to any one place but 
instead apply it to all facets of human 
existence. 

If we can meet that challenge, we will 
not only have learned the lesson of the 
sukkah but we will also have fulfilled 
our mission to be an Ohr la’goyim, to 
bring the light of Torah to all people 
and to all places. 

Find more shiurim and articles from Rabbi Wildes at  
https://www.yutorah.org/Rabbi-Mark-Wildes
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The Gemara in Sukkah (26a) 
teaches:

ָּתנּו ַרָּבַנן: הֹוְלֵכי ְדָרִכים ַּביֹום — 
ְפטּוִרין ִמן ַהּסּוָכה ַּביֹום, ְוַחָייִבין ַּבַלְיָלה. הֹוְלֵכי 

ְדָרִכים ַּבַלְיָלה — ְפטּוִרין ִמן ַהּסּוָכה ַּבַלְיָלה 
ְוַחָייִבין ַּביֹום. הֹוְלֵכי ְדָרִכים ַּביֹום ּוַבַלְיָלה — 

ְפטּוִרין ִמן ַהּסּוָכה ֵּבין ַּביֹום ּוֵבין ַּבַלְיָלה. הֹוְלִכין 
ִלְדַבר ִמְצָוה — ְפטּוִרין ֵּבין ַּביֹום ּוֵבין ַּבַלְיָלה 
ִכי ָהא ְדַרב ִחְסָדא ְוַרָּבה ַּבר ַרב הּוָנא ִכי ֲהוֹו 

ָעְייִלי ְּבַׁשְּבָתא ְדִרְגָלא ְלֵבי ֵריׁש ָגלּוָתא, ֲהוֹו ָגנּו 
ַאַרְקָּתא ְדסּוָרא, ָאְמִרי: ֲאַנן ְׁשלּוֵחי ִמְצָוה ֲאַנן 

ּוְפטּוִרין.
The Rabbis taught: Travelers who 
travel during the day are exempt from 
the mitzvah of sukkah during the day 
and are obligated at night. Travelers 
who travel at night are exempt from 
the mitzvah of sukkah at night and 

obligated during the day. Travelers who 
travel both during the day and at night 
are exempt from the mitzvah of sukkah 
both during the day and at night. Those 
who travel for a matter of mitzvah are 
exempt both during the day and at 
night, as in this incident involving Rav 
Chisda and Rabba bar Rav Huna. 
When they would enter the house of the 
Reish Galusa (the political leader of 
Babylonian Jewry) on the Shabbos of 
Yom Tov, they would sleep on the bank of 
the Sura River and not in a sukkah. They 
said in explanation: We are on the path 
to perform a mitzvah and are exempt 
from the mitzvah of sukkah.

The exemption from the mitzvah 
of sukkah of one travelling for the 

purpose of a different mitzvah is an 
example of osek b’mitzvah patur min 
hamitzvah — that one who is involved 
in the performance of a mitzvah is 
exempt from performance of other 
mitzvos at that time. While we 
readily understand why an individual 
traveling to perform a mitzvah is 
exempt from sitting in the sukkah 
while traveling, why is such a person 
exempt from sleeping in a sukkah at 
night when he is not traveling anyway? 
Why didn’t Rav Chisda and Rabba 
bar Rav Huna need to find a sukkah to 
sleep in at night?

Rashi (26a s.v. holchim) (see also 
Tosafos 25a s.v. shluchei), while not 
directly addressing the exemption 
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from sleeping in a sukkah per se, 
writes that people traveling to perform 
a mitzvah are exempt from sukkah at 
night even when they are not traveling 
because they are preoccupied with 
thinking and worrying about the 
mitzvah that they are pursuing. 
However, Ra’aviyah (2:635, quoted 
in Hagahos Ashri Sukkah 2:10 and 
Mordechai 779), answers that if such 
a person sleeps properly at night he 
will be properly rested and better 
positioned to perform the mitzvah 
that he is engaged in on the following 
day. As such, even when he is sleeping, 
he is considered to be osek b’mitzvah 
— involved in the performance of 
a mitzvah — and thus exempt from 
sleeping in a sukkah.1

A Midrashic comment highlights 
the preparatory value of sleep in 
enhancing avodas Hashem. Bereishis 
Rabbah (9:6) quotes R. Shimon ben 
Elazar as saying that the description 
of Creation as tov meod, exceedingly 
good (Bereishis 1:31), refers to sleep.  
Upon questioning whether sleep is a 
good thing, the Midrash explains that 
if one sleeps properly, he will be better 
able to toil in Torah study. 

Meiri (Avos 3:4) understands a 
Mishna in Avos in the same vein. 
The Mishna lists one who remains 
awake at night as deserving of death. 
While Rashi and Rabbeinu Yonah 
explain the reference as limited to one 
who wastes his time at night, Meiri 
interpets the Mishna as referring 
specifically to one who stays up all 
night and does not get the requisite 
amount of sleep that his body needs.2 
He notes that the recommended 
amount of sleep is eight hours a 
night, as per the famous comment of 
Rambam (Deios 4:4).3

There are contexts in which getting 
a good night’s sleep is not only 

recommended but halachically 
mandated. Rema (Yoreh Deah 245:17) 
rules that a rebbe should not stay up 
late at night lest his teaching the next 
day be impacted. Similarly, Shulchan 
Aruch (Choshen Mishpat 337:19) 
writes that a day laborer should not 
accept freelance jobs at night as doing 
so could compromise his daytime job 
performance.4 In these situations, not 
being sufficiently awake at one’s job 
could be grounds for termination.

However, the Braisa in the sixth perek 
of Avos (6:5), lists miut shayna, getting 
by with little sleep, as one of the forty-
eight prerequisites for the acquisition 
of Torah.5 In the extreme, Chazal (see 
Rashi Bereishis 28:11) had a tradition 
that Yaakov Avinu did not sleep at 
night for the duration of the fourteen 
years that he was learning Torah in the 
yeshiva of Shem and Eiver.6  Shulchan 
Aruch (Yoreh Deah 246:21; see also 
246:23 and Rambam, Talmud Torah 
3:13) codifies the virtue of miut 
shayna:

אין דברי התורה מתקיימים במי שמתרפה 
עצמו עליהם, ולא בלומדים מתוך עידון ומתוך 

אכילה ושתייה, אלא במי שממית עצמו 
עליה ומצער גופו תמיד, ולא יתן שינה לעיניו 

ותנומה לעפעפיו.
The words of the Torah do not remain 
permanently with one who is indolent in 
acquiring them, nor with such who study 
the Torah in an environment of luxury 
and amidst eating and drinking, but 
with one who sacrifices his life for them 
and constantly suffers his body and does 

not yield sleep to his eyes nor dozing to 
his eyelids.

How do we reconcile the virtues 
of miut shayna with the other 
sources that clearly recommend and 
sometimes require a proper night’s 
sleep?

The Rambam begins the chapter in 
which he discusses the appropriate 
amount of sleep with the following 
introduction (Deios 4:1):

הואיל והיות הגוף בריא ושלם מדרכי השם 
הוא, שהרי אי אפשר שיבין או ידע דבר 
מידיעת הבורא והוא חולה, לפיכך צריך 

להרחיק אדם עצמו מדברים המאבדין 
את הגוף, ולהנהיג עצמו בדברים המברין 

והמחלימים.
Since the maintenance of the body in 
a healthy and complete condition is 
from the ways of Hashem, because it is 
impossible that one should understand or 
know anything of the divine knowledge 
when he is sick, it is necessary for man 
to distance himself from things which 
destroy the body, and practice things 
which are healthy and healing.

A person must attend to his physical 
needs and live a healthy lifestyle in 
order to be capable of properly serving 
Hashem. The Rambam stresses that 
a person’s mindset should reflect that 
his engagement with physical needs 
is for the purpose of enhancing his 
avodas Hashem (Deios 3:3):

המנהיג עצמו על פי הרפואה, אם שם על לבו 
שיהיה כל גופו ואבריו שלמים בלבד ושיהיו 
לו בנים עושין מלאכתו ועמלין לצורכו אין 

How do we reconcile the virtues of miut shayna 
with the other sources that clearly recommend 
and sometimes require a proper night’s sleep?
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זו דרך טובה, אלא ישים על לבו שיהא גופו 
שלם וחזק כדי שתהיה נפשו ישרה לדעת את 
ה', שאי אפשר שיבין וישתכל בחכמות והוא 

רעב וחולה או אחד מאיבריו כואב, ... ואפילו 
בשעה שהוא ישן אם ישן לדעת כדי שתנוח 

דעתו עליו וינוח גופו כדי שלא יחלה ולא 
יוכל לעבוד את ה' והוא חולה, נמצאת שינה 

שלו עבודה למקום ברוך הוא, ועל ענין זה צוו 
חכמים ואמרו וכל מעשיך יהיו לשם שמים, 

והוא שאמר שלמה בחכמתו בכל דרכיך דעהו 
והוא יישר אורחותיך. 

One who follows the medical directions, 
but sets his heart merely to keep his 
body and limbs healthy and have his 
children to do his work and strive for 
his needs, such is not the good way. 
Rather he should set his heart to have a 
sound and strong body so that his soul 
be prepared to acquire the knowledge 
of Hashem, for it is impossible that one 
should understand and improve himself 
in scholarship when he is hungry, or sick, 
or when one of his limbs hurts … Even 
when one sleeps, if his sleep is purposeful 
so that his mind be rested, and he rests 
his body so as to prevent himself from 
becoming sick and be unable to serve 

Hashem as a result of sickness, it will 
be found that even his very sleep is 
part of his service to Hashem. And on 
this subject the sages commanded and 
said: "And let all your actions be with 
devotion to the Name of Hashem" (Avos 
2.12); and, concerning this Shomo 
in his wisdom said: "In all your ways 
acknowledge Him, and He will make 
your paths straight" (Mishlei 3.6).

In this vein, the Taz (Even Haezer 
25:1) explains that one’s motivation is 
more critical than the actual amount 
of sleep that he gets. He notes that 
some talmidei chachamim may sleep 
little and learn more Torah at night 
while others may sleep more at night, 
in order to have more energy to learn 
in the daytime. At times, the talmid 
chacham who gets more sleep may 
accomplish the same in one hour as 
the talmid chacham who sleeps less 
covers in two hours. Yet, the reward 
accrued by both of them may be 
identical.

As Magen Avraham (introduction to 
238) notes (see also Mishneh Brurah 
238:2 and Aruch Hashulchan 238:2), 
different people need different 
amounts of sleep.7 Mishneh Brurah, 
after quoting the Magen Avraham, 
adds that even though one should get 
enough sleep to function optimally, 
one should not overindulge in sleep.8 
As such, the Chazon Ish is quoted as 
saying (Maaseh Ish Vol. 4 p. 60), that 
the miut shayna necessary for optimal 
acquisition of Torah knowledge refers 
to sleeping the amount necessary to 
function properly and not more.9

The broader message of the Rambam 
in calibrating one’s sleep and other 
physical pleasures may be reflected in 
the very mitzvah of sukkah with which 
we began this analysis. The Gemara 
at the beginning of Sukkah (2a) tells 
us the directive of Sukkos is kol shivas 

hayamim, tzei midiras keva v’shev 
b’diras arai — we are commanded 
to leave our permanent dwelling 
for seven days and reside in the 
temporary dwelling of the sukkah. As 
many explain (see Rabbeinu Bachya 
in Kad Hakemach, Alshich Emor 
(23:34), Shach, Bereishis (33:16)), 
the sukkah that we sit in represents 
olam hazeh and reminds us of the 
fleeting nature of this world and the 
insignificance of its pleasures. 

Alshich notes that the bounty of olam 
hazeh can be encapsulated in the 
categories of banei, chayei umezonei 
— children, life, and sustenance. He 
suggests that the three walls necessary 
for a kosher sukkah correspond to 
these three categories. While two 
of the walls must be complete, the 
halacha is that the third wall need only 
extend a tefach, a minimal amount. 
This teaches us that while one should 
daven for great children and a robust 
life (banei vachayei), we should 
minimize the pursuit of physical 
pleasures (mezonei) and should make 
do only with that which is necessary 
for our health and sustenance. The 
mitzvah of sukkah conveys the 
importance of viewing our physical 
activities and the maintenance of 
a healthy lifestyle not as ends unto 
themselves but as means to enhance 
our avodas Hashem.

 Endnotes

1  The Gemara (Sukkah 53a) recounts that 
during the Simchas Beis Hashoeva that took 
place every night of Chol Hamoed Sukkos 
in the Beis Hamikdash, the participants did 
not sleep, but only dozed off on each other’s 
shoulders. Given that one is not permitted to 
even take a short nap outside of the sukkah 
on Sukkos (see Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 
639:3), how were they allowed to doze 
off during the Simchas Beis Hashoeva? R. 
Yitzchok Zilberstein (Chashukei Chemed, 
Sukkah 53a) suggests that since they were 

One’s motivation is more 
critical than the actual 
amount of sleep that he 
gets. 
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involved in the mitzvah of kabblas pnei 
hashechinah, greeting the Divine presence in 
the Beis Hamikdash, they were considered 
osek b’mitzvah and thus exempt from the 
mitzvah of sukkah. See also R. Zvi Pesach 
Frank (Mikraei Kodesh, Sukkos 1:33), who 
demonstrates that whether one may doze 
off outside of the sukkah is a matter of 
dispute, and R. Eliyahu Weissfish (Hasukkah 
1993 edition p. 402). For a summary of the 
rationales for the common centuries old 
practice in many communities outside of 
Eretz Yisrael to not be careful about sleeping 
in the sukkah see R. Zvi Sobolofsky’s article in 
Torah To-Go, Sukkos 5769.

2  See also commentary of Tosafos Yom Tov 
who explains the Mishnah along the lines of 
Meiri and references the Gemara in Eruvin 
65a, that night was created for the purpose of 
sleep. [The Gemara there has two opinions as 
to whether night was created for sleeping or 
for learning Torah and concludes that both 
are correct in their respective contexts.]

3  Rambam’s actual language is that it is 
sufficient for a person to sleep for eight 
hours. Maaseh Rokeach (1665-1742), in his 
commentary on the Rambam, makes an 
unsourced reference to a statement of Chazal 
that a person requires seven hours of sleep 
a night.  He notes that the Rambam only 
intended to present eight hours of sleep as a 
maximum, and writes that this is hinted to in 
a passuk in Iyov, yashanti az yanuach li — I 
slept and then it was restful for me (3:13), as 
the word az is the numerical value of eight. 
Magen Avraham (introduction to 238) as well 
presents this numerical reference. 

R.Ovadia Yosef (Anaf Etz Avos p. 405) quotes 
that Rav Zemele Volozhner (the brother of 
Rav Chaim Volozhner) would never sleep for 
more than four hours a night. When he was 
asked about the aforementioned hint in the 
word az to sleeping for eight hours a night, he 
responded that the word li in az yanuach li is 
the numeric value of 40, such that in a 48 hour 
period one should be awake 40 of those hours 
and sleep the rest — four hours a night.

4  See Aruch Hashulchan, Choshen Mishpat 

333:24.

5  See also Rabbeinu Chananel, Chagiga 14a.

6  It is noteworthy that Yaakov Avinu also 
noted his lack of sleep while guarding Lavan’s 
flocks. In describing his dedication to his 
job, Yaakov Avinu says, ָהִייִתי ַביֹום ֲאָכַלִני ֹחֶרב 
 Often, scorching — ְוֶקַרח ַּבָלְיָלה ַוִּתַדד ְׁשָנִתי ֵמֵעיָני
heat ravaged me by day and frost by night; 
and sleep fled from my eyes (Bereishis 
31:40). The Gemara in Bava Metzia 93b, 
derives the baseline responsibilities of a paid 
watchman from this passuk. Medrash Sechel 
Tov comments that Yaakov Avinu stayed 
up late at night worrying that wild animals 
might devour the flocks on the following 
day. Abarbanel (31:31) writes that he was up 
late at night watching the animals. Bereishis 
Rabbah (74) assumes that Yaakov Avinu 
was up at night reciting Tehillim (either the 
fifteen Shirei Hama’alos or the entirety of Sefer 
Tehillim).

7  See Torah V’horaah #534 Vayetzei 
5781 (published by www.din.org.il) for an 
anthology of statements made by poskim of 
the previous generation on this topic. Rav 
Shalom Schwadron was quoted (Kol Chotzev 
p. 164) as relating that while the Chazon Ish 
advised many to make due with six hours 
of sleep a night, the Chazon Ish told him 
that he needed seven hours. Rav Schwadron 
remarked that he regretted not listening to 
the Chazon Ish, as he was not able to function 
optimally on less sleep. The Steipler observed 
that most people need seven or eight hours 
of sleep daily in order to function (Karna 
D’igrisa 1:33 and Orchos Rabbeinu Vol. I p. 
365). 

Tiferes Yisrael (commentary to Avos 6:3) 
writes that the Rambam’s comment about 
eight hours of sleep is only relevant up to the 
age of fifty. Once a person turns fifty, he can 
function well with five or six hours of sleep a 
night.

Maharam Shik (Orach Chaim 1) makes a 
fascinating halachic suggestion. He notes 
that there are at least some hours of the night 
during which a person is obligated to sleep, 
as per the aforementioned Gemara in Eruvin 

(65a). As such, he argues that during that 
time, a person is exempt from the mitzvah of 
learning Torah. If a person were to stay up all 
night learning Torah, since he is technically 
exempt from learning Torah during part of the 
night, that period would constitute a hefsek 
as far as birchos haTorah are concerned, and 
he would be obligated to recite new birchos 
haTorah the next morning.

8  R. Yonasan Eibishitz (Yaaros Dvash 1:4), in 
a hesped for R. Meir Eisenstadt, author of the 
Panim Meiros, notes that sometimes the yetzer 
hara may say to a person that if he overexerts 
himself learning Torah, he may end up getting 
sick, and sometimes the yetzer hara may say 
to a person that if he learns Torah he will have 
to get up early and will be unproductive due 
to his lack of sleep. A person must be honest 
with himself about how much sleep he needs.

9  Piskei Teshuvos (Orach Chaim 238 fn. 18) 
quotes without attribution an additional 
explanation that miut shayna could refer to 
learning at times that one might be inclined 
to go to sleep earlier than necessary, like on 
Friday nights or long winter nights.
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