Sukkot

Leviticus 23 contains within it all of the Holidays of the Jewish cycle.  


The section begins with the weekly observance of Shabbat, and then moves to the holiday of Pesach, followed by Shavuot, Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and then Sukkot and Shemini Atzeret.  The first group of holidays that are mentioned parallel closely the second group of holidays that are mentioned.  For example, the weekly holiday of Shabbat which begins in the first half of the parshah, is paralleled in the second half by the festival of Yom Kippur which is called, Shabbat Shabbaton.


Similarly in many ways the holiday of Pesach is paralleled by the holiday of Sukkot.  For example, both holidays come on the fifteenth day of the month, and both celebrate a harvest.  Pesach has a wave offering, an omer ha-tenufah, and the waving of our lulavim on sukkot parallels this.  

R. Selim Dweck teaches the following thought.  On Pesach we are commanded to eat matzot, which are called, lechem oni, bread of affliction, or possibly the bread of poor people.  Where do we see a parallel to this on Sukkot?  In fact, at first glance, it seems that Sukkot represents the exact opposite idea.  Rather than being a festival for the poor and afflicted it appears to be a festival for the aristocracy.  Thus, the pasuk states that kol ha-ezrach be-yisral yeshvu ba-sukkot, all of the citizens of Israel have the requirement to sit in the Sukkah.  This indicates that the holiday is given only to the nobility the citizen class.  


But we should understand the idea differently.  What goes on during Sukkot?  The entire population is forced to leave their home and enter into a Sukkah.  Even the richest are forced to live with poorest.  This explains why this is a commandment specifically for the nobility of the people.  They especially are supposed to feel the connection with the poorer people of society.  Thus we see that the commandment of sitting in the Sukkah parallels the obligation to eat Matzah or bread of affliction.

II.

Why do we sit in a Sukkah on Sukkot?  The torah explains:  lemaan yedi-u doroteichem ki be-sukkot hoshavti et benei yisrael; in order that your generations should know how I caused you to dwell in sukkot.


This pasuk presents great exegetical problems.  The most obvious one is where do we ever see that the Jews dwelled in booths.  Nowhere does it mention this.  The closest reference we have is that the Israelites once camped in a place called Sukkot.  


Two Talmudic sages R. Akiva and R. Eliezer take up this question in Massekhet Sukkot, 11a.  Says R. Akiva, sukkot means annanei ha-kavod, the glorious cloud of God that accompanied the Jews. God wants His people to dwell in Sukkot in order to remember the glorious cloud.  However, R. Eliezer argues that the sukkot were actual sukkot that Jews lived in when they sojourned in the desert.  Ramban explains that according to this second explanation it makes sense that we build the sukkot now.  During the summer it was fine for everyone to live  outside, but with the winter months coming everyone needed shelter and thus the Jews prepared tents historically at this time.


What we have here encapsulates two entirely different approaches to Judaism.  One is a spiritual approach of R.  Akiva.  His approach is in the clouds.  He sees the sukkot as representing the presence of God on this earth.  The latter is an historical approach.  R. Eliezer sees no spirituality in the sukkot, only a reminder of how we once lived culturally.


Its important to note that both these ideas are included in the Talmud:  It’s a reminder that there is room for both approaches to Judaism:  The Spiritual and the Historical.

