THE MEANING OF SUCCOT
Rabbanit Chana Henkin

Shalom,

We're going to focus on the meaning of Succot. It is commonly understood that just as
Pesach commemorates G-d's providence in the exodus from Egypt, Succot
commemorates G-d's providence during the years of wandering in the desert. This shiur
will arrive at a different conclusion. As you read the sources and address the questions
below, continue to ask yourself what Succot commemorates. The shiur follows the
guestions below.

Sources 1-2: Read the pesukim (verses) about Succot in Vayikra Perek 23. What is the
machloket between R. Eliezer and R. Akiva?

Source 3: According to the 7ur, what's the reason for the mitzvah of Succot? Why isn't
Succot in Nissan?

Source 4: What do the four minim symbolize?

Sources 5 and 6: The Gemara refutes the straightforward meaning of Nehemia 8, 17—
that the Succot in the time of Nehemia (beginning of the Second Commonwealth, 5
Century BCE), were the first since the time of Yehoshua, 900 years earlier. Why? Can
you think of a reason that both Succot celebrations would be particularly joyous? What
unites the two periods?

Source 7: According to Rambam (Moreh Nevuchim—what is the message of the
Succaf? How are the four species connected to the desert?

Source 8: Source 8 is the haftara we read on Succot. In the time of mashiach, what
dimension will be added to Succot?
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Succot from the Desert to Zechariah

1. Leviticus (Vayikra) 23

4 These are the appointed times, holy convocations, that you shall proclaim in
their times.

33 HaShem spoke to Moshe saying: 34 Speak to the Children of Israel, saying: On the
fifteenth day of this seventh month is the Festival of Succot for seven days unto
HaShem. 35 On the first day shall be a holy convocation; you shall do no servile work.
36 Seven days you shall bring an /sheh [offering made by fire] to HaShem; on the
eighth day, you shall have a holy convocation; and you shall bring an isheh to HaShem;
it is a day of assembly; you shall do no servile work.

37 These are the appointed times of HaShem, which ye shall proclaim to be
holy convocations, to bring an offering made by fire unto HaShem, a burnt-offering,
and a meal-offering, a sacrifice, and libations, each on its own day; 38 In addition to
the Sabbaths of HaShem, and in addition to your gifts, and in addition to all your vows,
and in addition to all your donations, which you give to HaShem.

39 But on the fifteenth day of the seventh month, when you gather the grain of the
land, you shall celebrate the Celebration of HaShem seven days. On the first day, a
rest, and on the eighth day a rest. 40 And you shall take on the first day the etrog, palm
fronds, a myrtle branch, and willows of the brook, and you shall celebrate before
HaShem your God seven days. 41 You shall celebrate unto HaShem seven days in the
year; it is a statute forever in your generations; in the seventh month shall you
celebrate it. 42 You shall dwell in succot seven days; all citizens in Israel shall dwell in
booths; 43 So that your generations may know that | made the Children of Israel to
awell in succot when | brought them out of the land of Egypt. | am HaShem your God.
44 And Moses told the children of Israel the appointed times of HaShem.

2. Succah 11b

For in succot [huts] did | make Israel dwell [Leviticus 23]—They were clouds of glory,
the words of R. Eliezer. R. Akiva says: They made actual succot.

3. Tur, Orach Chayim Chapter 625

In Succot shall you dwell for seven days...so that your generations shall know that in
Succot did 1 make Israel dwell etc. —the Torah connected the mitzvah of Succot with the
exodus from Egypt (and likewise many mitzvot are connected with the exodus), for we
witnessed the exodus with our eyes, and with our ears we heard, and no one can deny
it. This attests to the existence of the Creator, may He be exalted...And the succot that
the Torah refers to—they are the clouds of glory, with which He surrounded them, to
protect them from heat and sun. In commemoration of this, He commanded us to make
succot, so that we will remember His miracles.

And even though we left Egypt in the month of Nissan, He didn‘'t command us to make
succot then, because those are days of summer—and it is the way of all people to make
succot for shade, and thus, our constructing the succot then would not be recognizable
as the mitzvah of the Creator. Therefore He commanded us to make them in the
seventh month—that is the time of rain, when all people leave their succot and return to
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their homes—and we leave the home to dwell in the succah. All will then see that this is
the King's command.

4. Vayikra Rabbah, Chapter 30

The etrog—that is Israel. Just as the efrog has flavor and fragrance, so Israel has people
of Torah scholarship and of good deeds. Palm fronds, that is Israel. Just as the date has
flavor but not fragrance, so Israel has people of Torah scholar but not good deeds. The
myrtle branch, that is Israel. Just as the myrtle has fragrance but not flavor, so Israel
has those who have good deeds but not Torah scholarship. And willows of the stream,
that is Israel. Just as the willow has neither flavor nor fragrance, so Israel has people
with neithter Torah nor good deeds. What does the Almighty do with them? To destroy
them is not possible! But the Almighty said: Let them all be bound into one bundle, and
these will atone for those.

5. Nehemiah Chapter 8 v. 13-17

13 And on the second day, there gathered the heads of families of all the people, the
Kohanim and the Levites around Ezra the scribe, to study the matters of the Torah. 14
They found written in the Torah that HaShem had commanded to Moses that the
Children of Israel should dwell in Succot in the festival of the seventh month. 15 And
that they should proclaim and herald in all their cities and in Jerusalem, saying: '‘Go out
to the mountain and bring olive branches and branches of the oil tree and myrtle
branches and palm branches and branches of thick trees, to make succot, as it is
written.' 16 So the people went forth, and brought them, and made themselves succot,
every one upon his roof, and in their yards, and in the yards of the Temple, and in the
square of the Water Gate, and in the square of the Gate of Ephraim. 17 And all the
community who returned from the captivity [exile] made succot, and they dwelled in the
succot; for since the days of Joshua the son of Nun to that day, the Children of
Israel had not done so. And there was very great rejoicing.

6. Maimonides, Guide to the Perplexed, Part 111 Chapter 43

These two festivals, that is Succot and Pesach, teach us principles and character
traits...The character traits are that a person should remember the days of deprivation
during days of plenty...Thus, they go out of their homes to dwell in Succot like the desert
peoples who are afflicted—in order to remember that such was our situation at first, For
in Succot did | make Israel dwell etc., and we were transplanted, by the Almighty's
hesed and promises to our fathers, from that circumstance to dwell in painted homes, in
the best place in the world and its most fertile...But the four species in the lulav, our
sages, may they be blessed, mentioned a partial reason in the way of sympolic
exposition—that their method is known to those who understand their ways, and that is
to them a kind of poetic exposition, not the primary meaning of the verse.

It seems to me regarding the four species in the lulav, that they are [an expression of]
rejoicing at their departure from the desert, which was not a place of cultivation, fig
trees, grape vines and pomegranates, and there was no water to drink—to a place of
fruit trees and rives. And to commemorate this, we take the most beautiful of fruits of
the earth, the most fragrant, the richest in leaves, and the choice of the grasses, that is
the willow. And these four species combine these three elements. First—their abundance

Nishmat Learning Package Elul 5768 Rabbanit Chana Henkin




in Israel and this time of year, so that any person can find them. Second, they beauty
and freshness...And third, their remaining fresh for seven days.

7. Zechariah Chapter 14

12 And this shall be the plague that HaShem will smite all the peoples that made war
against Jerusalem: their flesh shall be consumed while they stand upon their feet, and
their eyes shall be consumed in their sockets, and their tongue shall be consumed in
their mouth.

16 And all who are left of all the nations that came against Jerusalem shall go up from
year to year to worship HaShem the King of hosts, and to keep the festival of Succot.
17 And it shall be, that whichever of the families of the earth does not go up to
Jerusalem to worship Hashem, the King of hosts, upon them there shall be no rain. 18
And if the family of Egypt does not go up, and does not come, they upon them shall be
the plague by means of which HaShem will smite the nations that do not go up to
celebrate the festival of Succot.
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Summary

There is a world of difference between remembrance and awareness. Memory
reawakens the past and transforms the skeletal remains of an experience into a living
reality. We are commanded numerous times in the Torah to remember the exodus from
Egypt, and even for each person to see himself DX¥NN NN NI WOND, as if he
experienced the exodus.

On the other hand, we are never commanded to remember the journey through the
desert, save the encounter with Amalek and Hashem's punishment of Miriam. We are,
however, commanded to know. DM NT WT WND, so that your generations may
know that | housed the Children of Israel in Succot when | brought them out of the
land of Egypt. Knowledge and awareness don't awaken a slumbering past - they reside
in the present.

The Tur, living in Europe (Germany and then Spain) in the 13™-14" century, speaks of
the wonders of the desert when the Clouds of Glory embraced Israel. On the other hand,
Moshe Rabbenu in Dvarim 8, 1-5, described the journey through the desert as a time of
difficulty and deprivation.

Rambam echoes Moshe Rabbenu, that the desert was a time of affliction. According to
Rambam, the point of the succah is not to remember the desert, but—by means of the
contrast—to value the Land of Israel. Once upon a time we lived in Succot; and now
look where we are. The succah is, thus, a symbol of past privation; while the core
intention of the arbah minim, the four species is to represent the bounty of Eretz Yisael.
Thus, according to Rambam, succah and the four species are two sides of the same
coin.

Of course, without G-d's providence, 600,000 men plus women and children could not
have survived forty years in the desert. But, in contrast with the mitzvah to see
ourselves as having personally experienced the exodus, the mitzvah regarding the desert
is not to relive those difficult years, but rather to know that | housed the Children of
Israel in succot when 1 brought them out of the land of Egypt, and to appreciate the gift
of Israel.

Eretz Yisrael is central in all aspects of Succot. Succot is z’'man simchatenu, the time to
rejoice and relish our good fortune. On Pesach, the mitzvah of aliya la'regel [pilgrimage
to Jerusalem] is only one day, while on Succot the mitzvah is to spend a full 7 days in
Jerusalem. And, as the haftarah of Zechariah tells us, in the time of Mashiach, non-Jews
too will make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem on Succot. Pesach occurs in Tanach in
conjunction with the covenantal relationship between lIsrael and G-d. Succot - in
conjunction with Eretz VYisrael. Thus, the great joy on Succot during the periods of
Yehoshua and Nechemiah—both times of Israel's coming into the Land.

I believe that during the times of exile, and especially the Middle Ages when Jews were
so far from lIsrael, that the secondary symbolisms of the /ulav and etrog became
emphasized. Today, however, we are blessed to live in the third period of Jewish
history parallel to Yehoshua and Nechemiah, a period in which the Land has again
become ours. Our generation therefore can once again celebrate Succot with the
intensity of joy and thanksgiving to Hashem for the gift of Eretz Yisrael. L'shanah hazot
biYerushalaim!
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