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Koheleth: Looking  
Too Far Ahead 

Rabbi Norman Lamm 
Chancellor and Rosh HaYeshiva, Yeshiva University 

 
Koheleth is considered part of the "wisdom literature" of the Bible. Like Proverbs, Job, and the 
Proverbs of Solomon of the Apocrypha, it is considered a book of hokhmah. This is appropriate 
for Koheleth, because tradition identifies him with King Solomon, who was the wisest of all men, 
the greatest hakham on earth. 
 

Now, it has long been held by wise men of many ages and many climates that wisdom is a means to 
happiness. Socrates maintained that if people only knew what is right they would do it, and their 
lives would change. This theme was continued by his student Plato, and was elaborated, in turn, by 
his student Aristotle, who said that in the pursuit of wisdom lies the highest and happiest life. In a 
more down-to-earth sense, modern man believes, as an unspoken tenet of his faith, that knowledge 
is redemptive, that wisdom, especially in its scientific and technological expression, can solve all 
problems, that hokhmah can make everyone happy. In truth, this certainly seems to be the case: 
knowledge, intelligence, good sense, talent, wisdom - what else do we possess that can help us be 
happy? 
 

Yet, when we turn to Koheleth, the book of hokhmah, what a disappointment! Havel havelim, 
Koheleth cries out, "vanity of vanities," all is weariness, all is nonsense, nothing is of value. 
Koheleth is disillusioned with all those things that man usually cherishes: wealth, pleasure, the 
company of women, good food, even ethical living — and even hokhmah itself! At the end of 
chapter 1, he informs us that with much wisdom there comes much vexation, and "he who 
increases knowledge increases pain." There are dozens of such statements in Koheleth, and they 
add up to a quite depressing view. 
 

Actually, this picture is a bit unfair. It is true that modern man is charmingly naive when he 
believes that if only the scientists would desist from armaments research and the space race and 
concentrate on medicine, or what is quaintly called "the science of man," they would make us all 
happy both physically and mentally. It is true that education is no guarantee that man will not 
succumb to bigotry. It is true that science and technology have brought in their wake many 
problems. But it is overwhelmingly truer that wisdom in its various contemporary aspects has 
brought us health and hygiene and longevity and convenience and sophistication. How many of 
us would be willing to give up these benefits of science and wisdom? On the contrary, I would 
say with Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle - and with the far less sophisticated modern - that wisdom 
does make life more pleasant, the hokhmah does lead to happiness. 
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Why then does Koheleth despair? How do we account for the fact that hokhmah which usually 
occasions optimism, is for Koheleth a source of bitter pessimism? 
 

The answer is that Koheleth is not a work of hokhmah alone. It has one added ingredient that 
makes all the difference: nevuah, prophecy — not in the classical Biblical sense of summoning 
the people to God and repentance, but more in the laymen!s sense of clairvoyance, of predicting 
and foretelling the future. And it is this which corrodes Koheleth’s cheer and accounts for the 
gloom and dejection in the book.  The Aramaic translator, the Targum, appreciated this added 
element and included mention of it in his paraphrase at the very beginning of the book: Kad 
haza Shelomo malka de’Yisrael, when Solomon, King of Israel, saw, be’ruah nevuah, by means of 
the spirit of prophecy, that his great kingdom would be split in the civil war following his death, 
that the Temple that he had built and the city of Jerusalem would be devastated, and that his 
people Israel would languish in exile, he cried out havel havalim, "vanity of vanities": kol man 
deTorhit ana ve’david abba kula havalu, all that I and my father David labored for and struggled 
for, all is empty and wasted and vain! 
 

Had Koheleth restricted himself to his great hokhmah alone, he would have emerged with a happy 
and sanguine and cheerful book, prudent perhaps, like his Book of Proverbs - but not as gloomy and 
even cynical as "Koheleth." But the note of nevuah, looking too far ahead into the future, undid him. 
It made him see the fatuousness of even wisdom itself. Thus, Koheleth, the wisest of all men, cries 
out: I thought to myself, ke'mikreh ha-kesil gam ani yikreni, what will happen to the fool will happen to 
me as well, the same common grave will swallow both of us, and therefore ve’lamah hakhamti ani az 
yoter - to give that an Anglo-Yiddish translation: "Does it pay to be smart?" (2:15). In an even more 
frightening vein, Koheleth dourly exclaims in the verse following: "for no memory remains of the 
wise man or the fool forever: be’she’kevar ha-yamim ha-ba’im ha-kol nishkah, for as the days grow into 
years and the years into centuries, all is forgotten, and so does the wise man die together with the 
fool." Think of it - what a frightening, unthinkable thought: in two hundred years, who will know us, 
who will remember us? Even our descendants, even those who may bear our very own names: will 
they ever know we existed, will they ever recall our passions, our loves, our hates, our wants, our 
fears? What are we proud of today - family, status, wealth, power? In the face of the eternity that will 
swallow all of us, it is havel havalim, utterly meaningless. 
 

So this capacity for nevuah, for looking too far ahead, is unnerving and catastrophic. It 
undermines every shred of self-confidence. The knowledge of ultimate failure, of death and 
oblivion, blocks all progress, undercuts all aspiration, verily disembowels our lives of all 
significance. This dismal prophetic glimpse turns the optimism of wisdom into bitter gall, the 
joys of pleasure into wormwood, the triumph of money and power into dust and ashes, the 
pleasure of a good reputation into a mockery. Nothing lasts, nothing endures. Hokhmah itself is 
an illusion, wisdom — an empty boast. And in that case, kol mah de’torhit ana ve’david abba, all 
that we have built, all that the past generations and we have forged and created and constructed - 
kula havalu, it is all a joke, a cruel and senseless exercise in futility. 
 

This, then, is the difference between pure wisdom and wisdom touched by and controlled by 
prophecy. Wisdom approaches facts as they are, in the here-and-now: circumscribed, objective, 
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limited, maybe anticipating developments a step or two ahead — but all within the purview of 
mind and intellect and analysis. And wisdom, using its celebrated judgment, can settle things, 
make them work, establish harmony, produce efficiency. The mind gazes on the world, takes its 
measure, and decides that it can overcome it. Wisdom is a problem-solver, and therefore hokhmah 
leads one to happiness and to optimism.  
 

Prophecy, however, looking far beyond the present, beyond even death, sees only endless 
oblivion, an infinite blank for all eternity. The prophetic intuition perceives the ultimate futility 
of all as the grave itself disintegrates, as the whole solar system comes to an end in the blazing 
flames of cosmic implosion or whimpers to its death in unspeakably cold wastes. Prophecy, 
therefore, is dreadfully pessimistic. 
 

In that case, why did tradition assign Koheleth to be read on so happy a holiday as Sukkoth? 
Who needed it? Why not some other, pleasant, wise book? 
 

The answer comes in the closing verses of the book, which Bible critics have dismissed as a later 
appendage, but in which they are sadly mistaken - for this is the whole of Koheleth and its very 
heart and essence, sof davar, the end of the matter, after all is heard and all the evidence has been 
gathered, is: "fear God, and et mitzvotav shemor, observe His commandments, ki zeh kol ha-adam 
- for this is the whole of man. Over every act shall God pass judgment, for every forgotten thing 
shall He remember, whether good or bad." 
 

What does this mean? Permit me to use a felicitous phraseology suggested by a writer in a recent 
issue of Fortune Magazine. This writer tells us that once upon a time America was guilty of a 
"bright perception” of excessive cheerfulness and optimism, as it swept its incipient, ugly 
problems under the national carpet. Nowadays, we have veered to the other extreme. We are 
guilty of a "dark perception," we see only gloom, we consider ourselves hopelessly trapped. 
Neither of these, we are told, is correct. What we need is a "clear perception."  
 

In these terms, we may say that wisdom alone is not enough, that by itself it offers us only a one-
sided "bright perception." Wisdom looks down, deeply, too much down and too deep; but it is 
blind to the anguish of death and frustration, and to the anxiety of approaching nothingness. 
Prophecy alone is also inadequate; it gives us an equally one-sided view, the "dark perception." It 
looks too far ahead, and is so obsessed with the beyond that it fails to see the here-and-now; so 
taken up with the forest that it cannot see the trees on the landscape of life. What we require is a 
spiritually "clear perception": et mitzvotav 
shemar, the fear of God and the observance of Torah and mitzvot! For here is something that 
transcends and includes both wisdom and prophecy - ki zeh kol ha-odam it is the whole of man – 
and corrects the faults of each. 
 

Torah, unlike wisdom, does not look down; and unlike prophecy, does not look ahead. Rather, 
to continue the metaphor of direction, it looks up. Torah requires an upward glance: Torah min 
ha-Shamayim, Torah comes from heaven - or, as hasidim taught, Torah itself is shamayim! 
Torah encompasses both wisdom and prophecy, and much more. It tells us that both the bright 
perception of wisdom and the dark perception of prophecy are illusions, because man is not 
caught inextricably in nature itself. Man can have a connection with God, he can be raised above 
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the natural law, he need not be trapped in the endless cycle of life and death, there is something 
in man that allows him to be plucked out of the maelstrom of the world and elevated to such 
heights that wisdom cannot fully understand him and prophecy cannot fully predict him. 
 

It does this by telling us two things. Firstly, that God knows and cares, and that He knows all and 
considers all, meaning that nothing that happens to us is forgotten, that everything, no matter 
how minor - al kol ne’elam - remains with God forever, even after the Earth and Sun have been 
burnt into cinders of nuclear ash. 
 

But that is not enough. For God to remember does not yet grace our lives with meaning. 
Therefore the second point: in order for us to derive significance for our lives both here and now 
and forever, in order for us to be able to use and enjoy our wisdom and pleasure and money and 
love and influence, and escape the threat of oblivion and obscurity, we have got to respond to 
God’s care, we have got to incorporate His concern into our actual lives, we have got to elevate 
ourselves above world and nature and the web of illusions and frustrations that threatens to 
ensnare us. 
 

When man performs a mitzvah, he in effect raises himself and his environment to the order of 
eternal significance in God’s eyes, to a level which lasts forever, he incorporates himself into 
Torah which is both from Heaven and is Heaven, and which therefore cannot be ravaged by 
temporal disintegration. 
 

For instance, take the beauties of nature. Wisdom tells us: how gorgeous, how complex, how 
useful, how interrelated is the whole natural world - live it fully! Science investigates it, philosophy 
exclaims upon its aesthetics. Prophecy responds coldly: so what? - All passeth away... The endless 
cycles mean that it is all meaningless. It is sham. It is illusion. Torah responds: you both are wrong. 
Man should enjoy beauty and nature, but not as an automatic activity. It requires the act of being 
mekadesh, sanctifying beauty, and then its significance will endure even after the physical objects 
which we treasure rot and decay. Thus, when man takes the arba minnim, the cluster of species on 
Sukkot, and cherishes their quality of hadar, beauty, that beauty lasts forever, and every 
appreciation of beauty in his life is exalted thereby, to endure endlessly.  
 

Or take the consolation of wealth — and what a consolation wealth can be! Wisdom says: use it, 
enjoy it, build with it, invest it, multiply it, live comfortably. Prophecy offers its rejoinder with a 
cynical smile: havel havalim, how empty, how vain, how foolish. Torah answers: you are both 
mistaken. Wealth should be used and enjoyed — but first: sanctified! This is done by giving 
tzedakah, by being generous to others, by imparting of your substance to those who need it. In 
that manner, such money that one gives lasts forever; indeed, the money that one gives away is 
the only money that one really possesses forever. In the eyes of the eternal God, such money is 
never spent. Even if a man who gives tzedakah should lose his fortune tomorrow or die the day 
after, his act of generosity survives forever. 
 

Or take love, of wife or child or parents or friends. Wisdom approves: it is psychologically 
healthy and socially necessary. Prophecy is skeptical: love itself is ephemeral and transient, and 
cannot last beyond the lives of the lovers. Torah disagrees with both. Love must be turned into 
mitzvah, it must be graced with kedushah, sanctity, and thus made to endure forever. Love 
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deeply and well and selflessly, and it becomes a thing of beauty and holiness for all time, 
defeating death and surviving the grave. Such love survives even after the lovers have perished. 
 

Or take pleasure. Interestingly, wisdom and prophecy draw opposite conclusions from the same 
premises. Wisdom, echoing the Greek philosopher Epicurus, says that the fact of death should 
lead us to indulge in pleasure: eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow you die. Prophecy draws 
the exactly opposite conclusion: our eventual death makes all our pleasures and joys not only 
temporary and farcical, but even uninteresting. Torah rejects both. Of course we must enjoy life 
and its pleasures. The Jerusalem Talmud says that we shall have to answer in the other world for 
all the legitimate pleasures we failed to enjoy in this world. But - it must come through the 
context of mitzvah, and this sacred framework will sharpen our pleasures, make them fuller and 
more perfect and more meaningful. On this holiday of Sukkot we emphasize the ideal of pleasure 
and happiness, of simhah. The Torah tells us: ve’samahta, you shall be happy. But, as the Rabbis 
added, we can be happy ourselves only if we read that word also as ve’simahta, you shall make 
happy. You must give happiness to God’s four wards, the ger, levi, yatom, almanah, the stranger 
and Levite and orphan and widow, and then God will grant happiness to your four wards, 
binkha, bitkha, avdekha, va-amatkha, your children and your household. Doing that, such simhah 
truly endures, even if it is merely the pleasure of basar ve'yayyin, dagim ve’khol mat’amim, of 
physical indulgence. Never mind sickness and death; such dedicated and consecrated simhah 
outlasts the world itself — because it is ve’samahta lifnei ha-Shem Elokekha, happiness "before the 
Lord thy God," happiness that remains eternally with the Eternal. 
 

So that we have an "O. Henry ending" for Solomon’s Koheleth. Koheleth looks ahead, too far 
ahead, and his combined wisdom and prophecy declare: havel havalim -- what a waste! There is 
no real sense of achievement: kol mah de’torhit ana ve’david abba kula havalu. All the rest of the 
book is a spelling-out of the implications of the very beginning in a dirge of disillusionment, of 
painful disappointment with wealth and wisdom and power and love and pleasure. The bright 
perception of wisdom turns into the dark perception of prophecy. But at the very end, sof davar, 
after all has been heard, wisdom and prophecy are overcome in the fullness of man created in the 
image of God, and the clear perception emerges: et mitzvotav shemor, incorporating into our 
lives the will of God. 
 

Solomon, then, need not fall into the doldrums because of civil war and the destruction and the 
exile of his people, not only because of their ultimate redemption, but because a life of mitzvah is 
in itself well spent, because God remembers all and cares about all — it is this knowledge that 
looks deeper than wisdom and farther than prophecy by looking up - to our Father in Heaven. 
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Introduction to 
Kohelet: Sanctifying 

the Human Perspective1 
Rabbi Hayyim Angel 

Faculty, Yeshiva College 
 

Introduction 
Tanakh is intended to shape and guide our lives. Therefore, seeking out peshat—the primary 
intent of the authors of Tanakh—is a religious imperative and must be handled with great care 
and responsibility.    
 

Hazal recognized two major hazards inherent to learning.  First, nobody can truly be objective, 
and some have agendas foreign to our sacred texts.  Take the “plural” form of “Let Us make man” 
in the creation narrative (Gen.1:26): 
 
R. Shemuel b. Nahman said in R. Yehonatan’s name: 
When Moshe was engaged in writing the Torah, he had to 
write the work of each day. When he came to the verse, 
“And God said: Let Us make man,” etc., he said: “Sovereign 
of the Universe! Why do You furnish an excuse to heretics 
(for maintaining a plurality of gods)?”  “Write,” replied He; 
“And whoever wishes to err will err.”  
Bereshith Rabbah 8:82 

 אמר יונתן רבי בשם נחמן בר שמואל רבי
 היה התורה את כותב משה שהיה בשעה
 שהגיע כיון, ויום יום כל מעשה כותב
 נעשה אלהים ויאמר שנאמר הזה לפסוק
 רבון לפניו אמר כדמותנו בצלמנו אדם

, למינים פה פתחון נותן אתה מה העולם
  יטעה לטעות והרוצה כתוב לו אמר, אתמהא

  ח:בראשית רבה ח

 
In this extreme example, some derived support for their theology of multiple deities from the 
Torah!  This Midrash places a premium on the integrity of the Torah.  God would not 
compromise Truth because some people are misguided.  It also teaches that people can find 

                                                 
1 A fuller version of this article appeared originally in Sukkot Reader (New York: Tebah Educational Services, 2008), 
pp. 39-54, and is reprinted with minor modifications in Hayyim Angel, Revealed Texts, Hidden Meanings Finding the 
Religious Significance in Tanakh (Jersey City, NJ: KTAV-Sephardic Publication Foundation, 2009), pp. 190-204, 
with permission from Tebah Educational Services.   
2 Translations of passages from the Talmud and Midrash Rabbah (with minor modifications) from Soncino. 
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pretty much anything to support their agendas under the guise of scholarship.  Whoever wishes 
to err will err. 
 

However, a second hazard exists, even for those sincerely seeking the word of God: 
 

It is related of King Ptolemy that he brought together seventy-
two elders and placed them in seventy-two [separate] rooms, 
without telling them why he had brought them together, and 
he went in to each one of them and said to him, Translate for 
me the Torah of Moshe your master. God then prompted 
each one of them and they all conceived the same idea and 
wrote for him, God created in the beginning, I shall make 
man in image and likeness.  
Megillah 9a 

 שבעים שכינס המלך בתלמי מעשה
 שניםו בשבעים והכניסן, זקנים ושנים
 ונכנס. כינסן מה על להם גילה ולא, בתים
 לי כתבו: להם ואמר ואחד אחד כל אצל
 הוא ברוך הקדוש נתן. רבכם משה תורת
 כולן והסכימו, עצה ואחד אחד כל בלב
 ברא אלהים לו וכתבו. אחת לדעת

   ובדמות בצלם אדם אעשה, בראשית
 .ט מגילה מסכת

 
This narrative reflects the concern that by popularizing the Torah through translation, less 
learned people may inadvertently derive the wrong meaning from the “plural” form of “Let Us 
make man.”  For this anticipated audience, God inspired the elders to deviate from Truth and 
translate with the singular form so that unwitting people would not err.   
 

While this educational discussion is central to all Tanakh, Kohelet probably raised more concern by 
Hazal and later commentators than any other biblical book.  With its inclusion in Tanakh, whatever 
Kohelet says is Truth in our tradition.  Some will draw the conclusions they want to draw; Tanakh 
cannot worry about those who wish to err.  However, even the most sincerely religious people may 
draw conclusions antithetical to the Torah.  Hazal worried that Kohelet might cause greater religious 
harm than good, and consequently they considered censoring it from Tanakh: 
 
R. Yehudah son of R. Shemuel b. Shilat said in Rav’s name: 
The Sages wished to hide the Book of Kohelet, because its 
words are self-contradictory; yet why did they not hide it? 
Because its beginning is religious teaching and its end is 
religious teaching.  
Shabbat 30b 

 בר שמואל דרב בריה יהודה רב אמר
 לגנוז חכמים בקשו: דרב משמיה שילת
 את זה סותרין שדבריו מפני קהלת ספר
 שתחילתו מפני - גנזוהו לא מה ומפני, זה

   תורה דברי וסופו תורה דברי
 :ל שבת מסכת

 
Hazal discerned internal contradictions in Kohelet, but they also worried that Kohelet contained 
external contradictions, that is, verses that appear to contradict the values of the Torah.  They 
addressed this alarming prospect by concluding that since Kohelet begins and ends with 
religiously appropriate teachings, those verses set the tone for the remainder of its contents.  If 
one reaches anti-Torah conclusions from Kohelet, it means that something was read out of 
context.  A striking illustration of this principle is a midrashic teaching on Kohelet 11:9.   
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O youth, enjoy yourself while you are young! Let your heart 
lead you to enjoyment in the days of your youth. Follow the 
desires of your heart and the glances of your eyes—but know 
well that God will call you to account for all such things.  
Kohelet 11:93 

 לבך ויטיבך בילדותיך בחור שמח
 לבך בדרכי והלך בחורותך בימי

 אלה כל על כי ודע עיניך ובמראי
  : במשפט האלהים יביאך
  ט:יא קהלת

 

R. Binyamin b. Levi stated: The Sages wanted to hide the Book of 
Kohelet, for they found in it ideas that leaned toward heresy. They 
argued: Was it right that Shelomo should have said the following: O 
youth, enjoy yourself while you are young! Let your heart lead you to 
enjoyment in the days of your youth (Kohelet 11:9)? Moshe said, So 
that you do not follow your heart and eyes (Bemidbar 15:39), but 
Shelomo said, Follow the desires of your heart and the glances of 
your eyes (Kohelet 11:9)! What then? Is all restraint to be removed? 
Is there neither justice nor judge? When, however, he said, But know 
well that God will call you to account for all such things (Kohelet 
11:9), they admitted that Shelomo had spoken well.  
Vayikra Rabbah 28:1; cf. Kohelet Rabbah 1:3 

 לגנוז קשוב לוי בן בנימין' ר אמר
 שהם דברים בו שמצאו קהלת ספר
 ראוי היה כך אמרו מינות לצד נוטין
 בילדותך בחור שמח לומר שלמה
 משה בחורותיך בימי לבך ויטיבך
 לבבכם אחרי תתורו ולא אמר
 והלך אמר ושלמה עיניכם ואחרי
 אלא, עיניך ובמראה לבך בדרכי
 דיין ולית דין לית רצועה הותרה
 אלה כל לע כי ודע שאמר כיון

 יפה אמרו במשפט האלהים יביאך
   שלמה אמר

 א :ויקרא רבה כח
 
Were Hazal genuinely worried about people not reading the second half of a verse and 
consequently adopting a hedonistic lifestyle?  Based on the midrashic method of reading verses 
out of their natural context, this verse likely posed a more serious threat than it would for a 
pashtan who reads verses in context.  The best defense against such egregious errors always is 
good peshat.  This essay will briefly consider the challenges of learning peshat in Kohelet, and 
then outline a means of approaching Kohelet as the unique book it is.4 
 

Methodological Considerations 
At the level of derash, many of Hazal’s comments on Kohelet appear to be speaking about an 
entirely different book, one that is about Torah.  The word “Torah” never appears in Kohelet.  
Such Midrashim appear to be radically reinterpreting Kohelet to make it consistent with the rest 
of Tanakh.  Similarly, many later commentators, including those generally committed to peshat, 
sometimes follow this midrashic lead of radical reinterpretation of verses they find troubling.   
 

This approach is rooted in the dual responsibility of our commentators.  As scholars, they 
attempt to ascertain the original intent of the biblical text.  However, they also are students and 
teachers of Jewish tradition.  Their educational sensitivities often enter the interpretive arena, 
particularly when the surface reading of Kohelet appears to threaten traditional values. 
 

                                                 
3 Translations of biblical passages are taken from the New Jewish Publication Society Tanakh (Philadelphia, 1985). 
4 For this essay, I have consulted Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Seforno in Mikra’ot Gedolot; The commentary of R. Samuel ben 
Meir (Rashbam) on Qoheleth, ed. and trans. Sara Japhet and Robert B. Salters (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1985); 
Mordechai Zer-Kavod, Da’at Mikra: Hamesh Megillot (Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1973).   
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For example, Kohelet opens by challenging the enduring value of the two leading manifestations 
of human success: wealth and wisdom. That Kohelet focuses on the ephemerality of wealth and 
physical enjoyment is not surprising, but his focus on the limitations and vulnerability of wisdom 
is stunning: 
 
For as wisdom grows, vexation grows; to increase 
learning is to increase heartache.  
Kohelet 1:18 

 :מכאוב יוסיף דעת ויוסיף כעס רב חכמה ברב כי
 יח:א  קהלת

 
Seforno is so uncomfortable with this indictment of wisdom that he reinterprets the verse as 
referring to the ostensible wisdom of heretics. I often wonder if the parshan himself believes that 
a suggestion of this nature is peshat, that is, does he assume that Kohelet cannot possibly intend 
what he appears to be saying; or is he reinterpreting primarily to deflect such teachings from a 
less learned readership, as did the authors of the Septuagint in the talmudic passage cited above. 
 

Some commentators attempt to resolve certain internal and external contradictions in Kohelet by 
attributing otherwise troubling (to these commentators) statements to other people—generally 
evil people or fools. Take, for example, one of Kohelet’s most life-affirming declarations: 
 
Go, eat your bread in gladness, and drink your wine in 
joy; for your action was long ago approved by God. Let 
your clothes always be freshly washed, and your head 
never lack ointment. Enjoy happiness with a woman you 
love all the fleeting days of life that have been granted to 
you under the sun—all your fleeting days. For that alone 
is what you can get out of life and out of the means you 
acquire under the sun.  
Kohelet 9:7-9 

 טוב בלב ושתה לחמך בשמחה אכל לך
 :מעשיך את האלהים רצה כבר כי יינך
 על ושמן לבנים בגדיך יהיו עת בכל

 אשה עם חיים ראה :יחסר אל ראשך
 נתן אשר הבלך חיי ימי כל אהבת אשר
 הוא כי ךהבל ימי כל השמש תחת לך

 עמל אתה אשר ובעמלך בחיים חלקך
  :השמש תחת
  ט-ז:ט קהלת

 
Ibn Ezra—the quintessential pashtan—writes, “This is the folly that people say in their hearts.”  
Thus Ibn Ezra maintains that Kohelet’s own view is the opposite of what this passage says.  
However, such attempts to escape difficult verses appear arbitrary. Nothing in the text signals a 
change in speaker (particularly if Kohelet wishes to reject that speaker’s views), leaving decisions 
of attribution entirely in the hands of the commentator. 
 

Commentators also devote much energy to reconciling the internal contradictions of Kohelet.  
See, for example, the lengthy discussions of Ibn Ezra (on 7:3) and Mordechai Zer-Kavod 
(introduction in Da’at Mikra, pp. 24-33).  Some reconciliations are more textually convincing 
than others.  Regardless, it is critical to ask why there are so many contradictions in the first 
place.5  That so many strategies were employed to bring Kohelet in line with the rest of Tanakh 

                                                 
5 Ibn Ezra and those who followed his approach assumed that intelligent people do not contradict themselves: “It is 
known that even the least of the sages would not compose a book and contradict himself” (Ibn Ezra on Kohelet 
7:3).  However, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik considered this perspective Aristotelian.  Jewish thought, in contrast, 
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and with itself amply demonstrates that this Megillah is unusual.  Kohelet needs to be 
understood on its own terms rather than being reinterpreted away.  Pashtanim also developed a 
methodology for confronting Kohelet’s challenges directly, as will be discussed presently. 
 

Attempting a Peshat Reading: Guidelines 
In order to approach Kohelet, we must consider a few of its verifiable features.  Kohelet is 
written about life and religious meaning in this world.  The expression tahat ha-shemesh 
(beneath the sun) appears 29 times in Kohelet, and nowhere else in the rest of Tanakh. Tahat 
ha-shamayim (under heaven) appears three additional times, and Rashi and Rashbam maintain 
that this expression is synonymous with tahat ha-shemesh.  People are even called ro’ei ha-
shemesh (those who behold the sun) in 7:11.  Similarly, the word ani (I) appears 29 times, and its 
appearance is not grammatically necessary. 
 

Given this starkly anthropocentric perspective, Kohelet should reflect different perspectives from 
the theocentric viewpoint of revealed prophecy.  In fact, we perceive the same reality that 
Kohelet does.  On the basis of this observation, R. Shimon ben Manasia maintained that Kohelet 
was not inspired altogether: 
 
R. Shimon ben Manasia says: Shir HaShirim defiles 
the hands because it was composed with divine 
inspiration. Kohelet does not defile the hands because it 
is only Shelomo’s wisdom.  
Tosefta Yadayim 2:146 

 מטמא השירים שיר אומר מנסיא בן שמעון' ר
 קהלת הקדש ברוח שנאמרה מפני הידים את
 של מחכמתו שהיא מפני הידים את מטמא אינה
   שלמה

 יד:ב ידים תוספתא
 
Though his minority view was rejected by our tradition (which insists that Kohelet is divinely 
inspired), R. Shimon ben Manasia’s understanding of Kohelet as being written from the 
perspective of human wisdom is accurate. 
 

The word adam appears 49 times in Kohelet, referring to all humanity (except for one instance in 
7:28, which refers specifically to males).  Kohelet speaks in a universal language and does not limit 
its discourse to a Jewish audience.  Torah and other specifically Jewish themes do not appear in 
Kohelet, which focuses on more universal hokhmah (wisdom) and yirat Elokim (fear of God). 
 

Similarly, God’s personal name—the Tetragrammaton—never appears in Kohelet. Only the 
generic name Elokim appears (40 times), signifying both the universalistic discourse of Kohelet 
and also a distant, transcendant Deity, rather than a close and personal relationship with God. In 
Kohelet, God appears remote, and it is impossible to fathom His means of governing the world.  
For example, Kohelet warns: 

                                                                                                                                                 
accepts dialectical understandings of humanity and halakhah (Days of Deliverance: Essays on Purim and Hanukkah, 
Eli D. Clark et al. [eds.] [Jersey City, NJ: KTAV, 2007], p. 29).  
6 See discussions of sacred scriptures ritually defiling the hands in Sid Z. Leiman, The Canonization of Hebrew 
Scripture: The Talmudic and Midrashic Evidence (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1991), pp. 104-120; Michael J. 
Broyde, “Defilement of the Hands, Canonization of the Bible, and the Special Status of Esther, Ecclesiastes, and 
Song of Songs,” Judaism 44 (1995), 65-79. 
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Keep your mouth from being rash, and let not your throat be 
quick to bring forth speech before God. For God is in heaven 
and you are on earth; that is why your words should be few.  
Kohelet 5:1 

 להוציא ימהר אל ולבך פיך על תבהל אל
 בשמים האלהים כי האלהים לפני דבר
  :מעטים דבריך יהיו ןכ על הארץ על ואתה
 א:ה קהלת

 
Since God is so infinitely superior, there is no purpose (and much harm) in protesting against 
God (cf. 7:13-14).  Contrast this approach with the venerable history of prophetic protests, 
beginning with Avraham and Moshe and proceeding through the entire Tanakh!  Moreover, 
Kohelet never speaks directly to God; he speaks about God and the human condition in a 
sustained monologue to his audience. 
 

Tying together these strands of evidence, Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin (Netziv) attempts 
to explain why Kohelet is read (primarily by Ashkenazim7) on Sukkot:  

It is written in Zechariah 14 that in the future the nations of the world will come [to 
Jerusalem] on Hol HaMo’ed Sukkot to bring offerings…. And this was the custom in King 
Shelomo’s time.  This is why Shelomo recited Kohelet on Hol HaMo’ed Sukkot in the presence 
of the wise of the nations…. This is why it contains only the name Elokim, since [non-Jews] 
know only that Name of God.8 

 

Needless to say, this means of justifying a custom is anachronistic from a historical vantage 
point. Nonetheless, Netziv’s keen perception of Kohelet’s addressing all humanity with universal 
religious wisdom captures the unique flavor of this book.  All religious people—not only Jews—
struggle along with Kohelet. 
 

From a human perspective, life is filled with contradictions.   Kohelet’s contradictions reflect 
aspects of the multifaceted human condition. Significantly, Kohelet’s inclusion in Tanakh 
elevates human perception into the realm of the sacred, joining revelation and received wisdom 
as aspects of religious Truth. 
 

While Kohelet is the Truth, and nothing but the Truth, it is but one aspect of Truth rather than 
the whole Truth.  For example, Kohelet considers oppression an unchangeable reality:   
 
I further observed all the oppression that goes on under the 
sun: the tears of the oppressed, with none to comfort them; 
and the power of their oppressors—with none to comfort 
them. Then I accounted those who died long since more 
fortunate than those who are still living; and happier than 
either are those who have not yet come into being and 
have never witnessed the miseries that go on under the sun. 
Kohelet 4:1-3 

 אשר העשקים כל את ואראה אני ושבתי) א(
 העשקים דמעת והנה השמש תחת נעשים
 להם ואין כח עשקיהם ומיד מנחם להם ואין
 מתו שכבר המתים את אני ושבח) ב( :מנחם
 וטוב) ג( :עדנה חיים המה אשר החיים מן

 ראה לא אשר היה לא עדן אשר את משניהם
  :השמש תחת נעשה אשר הרע המעשה את

 ג-א:ד קהלת

                                                 
7 In Tractate Soferim chapter 14, the practice of reading Kohelet is not mentioned when the other Megillot are.  The 
first references to the custom of reading Kohelet on Sukkot are in the prayer books of Rashi and Mahzor Vitry 
(eleventh  century). 
8 Harhev Davar on Bemidbar 29:12 
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Kohelet never calls on God to stop this oppression, nor does he exhort society to stop it.  He 
simply laments that human history repeats itself in an endless cycle of oppression.  Kohelet sets 
this tone in chapter 1 by analogizing human existence to the cyclical patterns in nature (Ibn 
Ezra, Zer-Kavod). 
 

In contrast, prophecy is committed to changing society so that it ultimately matches the ideal 
messianic vision.  Prophecy insists that all of human history is a line (and not a cycle) from the 
Garden of Eden to the messianic era, and we should be doing everything in our power to move 
that process along.  While a human perspective sees only repetitions of errors in history; 
prophecy persistently reminds us that current reality need not mimic past history. 
 

Kohelet grapples with the realities that wise/righteous people do not necessarily live longer or 
better lives than the foolish/wicked and that wisdom itself is limited and fallible:  
 
Here is a frustration that occurs in the world: 
sometimes an upright man is requited according to the 
conduct of the scoundrel; and sometimes the scoundrel 
is requited according to the conduct of the upright. I say 
all that is frustration…. For I have set my mind to 
learn wisdom and to observe the business that goes on 
in the world—even to the extent of going without sleep 
day and night—and I have observed all that God 
brings to pass. Indeed, man cannot guess the events that 
occur under the sun. For man tries strenuously, but fails 
to guess them; and even if a sage should think to 
discover them he would not be able to guess them.  
Kohelet 8:14-17 

 צדיקים יש אשר הארץ על נעשה אשר הבל יש
 רשעים ויש הרשעים כמעשה אלהם מגיע אשר

 זה שגם אמרתי הצדיקים כמעשה אלהם שמגיע
 טוב אין אשר השמחה את אני ושבחתי :הבל
 ולשתות לאכול אם כי השמש תחת לאדם

 לו נתן אשר חייו ימי בעמלו ילונו והוא ולשמוח
 לבי את נתתי כאשר :השמש תחת האלהים
 על נעשה אשר הענין את ולראות חכמה לדעת
 איננו בעיניו שנה ובלילה ביום גם כי הארץ
 יוכל לא כי האלהים מעשה כל את וראיתי :ראה
 תחת נעשה אשר המעשה את למצוא האדם
 ימצא ולא לבקש האדם יעמל אשר בשל השמש
  :למצא יוכל לא לדעת החכם יאמר אם וגם

  יז-יד:ח קהלת
 
Kohelet maintains both sides of the classical conflict: God is just, but there are injustices.  While 
Kohelet cannot solve this dilemma,9 he discovers a productive response absent a solution. Once 
we can accept that the world appears unfair, we can realize that everything is a gift from God 
rather than a necessary consequence for our righteousness (Ramban quoted in Zer-Kavod on 
9:11; cf. Rashbam on 3:12-13).10  We ultimately cannot fathom how God governs this world, but 
we can fulfill our religious obligations and grow from all experiences. Wisdom always is preferred 
to folly,11 even though wisdom is limited and the wise cannot guarantee themselves a better life 
than fools, and everyone dies regardless.12   
 

On a deeper level, Mordechai Zer-Kavod (on 3:14) observes that the human psyche is 
profoundly attracted to being godlike.  This tendency lies at the heart of the sins of Eve (Gen. 
                                                 
9 The Talmud (Berakhot 7a) debates whether Moshe Rabbenu was able to fathom this contradiction at the level of 
revealed prophecy. 
10 Cf.  e.g., Kohelet 2:24; 3:12, 22; 5:17; 8:15; 9:7; 11:9. 
11 Cf. e.g., Kohelet 7:12, 19; 8:1; 9:18; 10:10; 12:9. 
12 Cf. e.g., Kohelet 1:18; 2:13-15; 6:8; 7:15-16, 23; 8:17; 9:1, 11, 16.  
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3:5, 22) and the builders of the Tower of Bavel (Gen. 11:1-9).  Kohelet blames God for creating 
us with this desire while limiting us, rendering this innate drive impossible (7:14; cf. Rashbam, 
Ibn Ezra on 1:13).  Confrontation with our own limitations leads to the extreme frustration 
manifest in Kohelet.  However, once we can accept that we really cannot be God, this realization 
should lead to humility and awe of God: 
 
I realized, too, that whatever God has brought to pass will 
recur evermore: Nothing can be added to it and nothing taken 
from it—and God has brought to pass that men revere Him.  
Kohelet 3:1413 

 הוא האלהים יעשה אשר כל כי ידעתי
 אין וממנו להוסיף אין עליו לעולם יהיה
  :מלפניו שיראו עשה והאלהים לגרע
  יד:ג קהלת

 
While Kohelet challenges us at every turn, he simultaneously provides us the opportunity to find 
meaning beneath the unsolvable dilemmas. 
 

Similarly, the universality of death tortures Kohelet.  Once Kohelet accepts death, however, he 
concludes that it is preferable to attend funerals rather than parties, since focusing on our 
mortality will encourage us to live a more meaningful life: 
 
It is better to go to a house of mourning than to a house of 
feasting; for that is the end of every man, and a living one 
should take it to heart.  
Kohelet 7:2, cf. Rashbam 

 בית אל מלכת אבל בית אל ללכת טוב
 והחי האדם כל סוף הוא באשר משתה
  :לבו אל יתן

  ב:ז קהלת
 
In the words of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik: 

The finite experience of being arouses man’s conscience, challenges him to accomplish as much 
as possible during his short life span.  In a word, finiteness is the source of morality…. For 
orgiastic man, time is reduced to one dimension; only the present moment counts.  There is no 
future to be anticipated, no past to be remembered.14 

 

Certain paradoxes and limitations are inherent to human existence, and not even the wisest of all 
men can make them disappear.  Instead, Kohelet teaches us how to confront these challenges 
honestly and then embark on a process of intense existential frustration that ultimately leads to a 
greater recognition of the infinite gap between ourselves and God, leading in turn to humility 
and fear of God, leading in turn to living more religiously in every sense. 
 

Conclusion 
A further word: Because Kohelet was a sage, he continued to 
instruct the people.  He listened and tested the soundness of 
many maxims.  
Kohelet 12:9 

 את דעת למד עוד חכם קהלת שהיה ויתר
  : הרבה משלים תקן וחקר ואזן העם
 ט:יב קהלת

 

                                                 
13 Cf. e.g., Kohelet 5:6; 7:18; 8:12; 12:13. 
14 Days of Deliverance: Essays on Purim and Hanukkah, p. 33. 
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Kohelet relentlessly challenges received wisdom rather than blindly accepting it.  This process is 
accompanied by formidable dangers and responsibilities; but ignoring that pursuit comes with 
even greater dangers.  Kohelet never abandons his beliefs nor his normative sense of what all 
God-fearing people should do; yet he also never abandons nor solves his questions and his 
struggles with human existence.  By presenting this process through a personal account with 
inspired wisdom, he becomes the teacher of every thinking religious individual.  
 

One Midrash suggests that Shelomo made the Torah accessible in a manner that nobody had 
done since the Torah was revealed.  He taught those who are not prophets how to develop a 
relationship with God: 
 
He listened and tested the soundness (izzen ve-hikker) of 
many maxims (12:9)—he made handles (oznayim) to the 
Torah…. R. Yosei said: Imagine a big basket full of 
produce without any handle, so that it could not be lifted, 
until one clever man came and made handles to it, and then 
it began to be carried by the handles. So until Shelomo 
arose, no one could properly understand the words of the 
Torah, but when Shelomo arose, all began to comprehend 
the Torah.  
Shir HaShirim Rabbah 1:8 

 דברי ואזן הרבה משלים תקן וחקר ואזן
 לתורה אזנים עשה תורה דברי וחקר תורה

 פירות מלאה גדולה לקופה יוסי ר"א... 
 להטלטל יכולה היתה ולא ןאז לה היה ולא
 והתחילה אזנים לה ועשה' א פקח ובא

 עמד שלא עד כך, אזנים י"ע להטלטל
 דברי להשכיל יכול אדם היה לא שלמה
 הכל התחילו שלמה שעמד וכיון תורה
   תורה סוברין
  ח:א רבה השירים שיר

 
Ultimately, Tanakh needed Kohelet to represent the human perspective; and it needed 
prophecy so that we could transcend ourselves and our limited perspectives to aspire to a more 
perfected self and world—and to reach out across the infinite gulf to God.  Kohelet teaches us 
how to have faith from the human perspective, so that we may grow in our Fear of Heaven and 
observe God’s mitzvot in truth.  
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The modern hotel presents a number of challenges to the Shabbat observant Jew.  In this 
article, we will present the most common challenges and the discussions surrounding possible 
solutions to deal with these challenges.  This article is for educational purposes and is not 
intended to provide any definitive halachic rulings.  One should consult with one's own rabbi 
on all matters of halacha. 
 

Amira L'Nochri and its Applications 
Hotels outside of Israel are generally staffed by non-Jews.  While the hotel staff can be very 
helpful in helping one circumvent the many Shabbat challenges, there is a rabbinic prohibition 
against asking a non-Jew to perform a prohibited activity on Shabbat.  In this section, we will 
discuss the nature of the prohibition, its leniencies and then provide the practical applications 
to the hotel stay. 
 

The source for the prohibition against amira l'nochri (asking a non-Jew to perform a 
prohibited activity) is a Mishna, Shabbat 121, which states that if there is a (non-dangerous) 
fire, one is prohibited from asking a non-Jew to extinguish the fire.  The Gemara, Shabbat 
150a, states that amira l'nochri is a rabbinic prohibition.  Rashi (1040-1105) presents two 
reasons why amira l'nochri is prohibited.  First, Rashi, Avodah Zarah 15a, s.v. Keivan, states 
that the prohibition against amira l'nochri is based on the prohibition against v'daber davar 
(Yeshaya 58:13), the prohibition against speaking about prohibited activities on Shabbat.  If 
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one is prohibited to mention these activities, it is certainly prohibited to ask someone else to 
perform these activities.  Second, Rashi, Shabbat 153a, s.v. Mai, states that the prohibition 
against amira l'nochri is based on the concept of sh'lichut (agency).  By employing a non-Jew to 
perform an activity on Shabbat, the non-Jew is considered an agent of the Jew and it is 
considered (on a rabbinic level) as if the Jew is performing the activity himself.15 
 

R. Ya'akov Y. Kanievski (1899-1985), Kehilot Ya'akov, Shabbat no. 55, explains that both of 
these reasons are true and either are necessary components of the prohibition against amira 
l'nochri.  Ran (c. 1320-1380), Shabbat 64b, s.v. Tanu, rules that it is prohibited to ask a non-
Jew on Erev Shabbat to perform a prohibited activity on Shabbat.  Likewise, it is prohibited to 
ask a non-Jew on Shabbat to perform a prohibited activity after Shabbat. R. Yosef Karo (1488-
1575), Shulchan Aruch, OC 307:1-2, codifies Ran's ruling.  R. Kanievski notes that if someone 
asks a non-Jew on Erev Shabbat to perform a prohibited activity on Shabbat, he will not violate 
v'daber davar, since it is permissible to discuss prohibited activities on Erev Shabbat.  
However, when the activity is performed by the non-Jew on Shabbat, the non-Jew will still be 
considered the agent of the Jew.  For this reason it is prohibited to ask a non-Jew before 
Shabbat to perform a prohibited activity on Shabbat.  Similarly, if the non-Jew is asked on 
Shabbat to perform an activity after Shabbat, there is no concern that the non-Jew is 
considered an agent because it is permissible for the Jew himself to perform the activity after 
Shabbat.  However, to ask the non-Jew on Shabbat to perform such an activity would violate 
the prohibition against v'daber davar.  
 

Hinting to a Non-Jew 
The two reasons for amira l'nochri are relevant to the discussion about hinting to a non-Jew to 
perform a prohibited activity. R. Yitzchak ben Moshe (c. 1200-1270), Or Zarua, Hilchot 
Shabbat no. 84, rules that just as it is prohibited to ask a non-Jew directly to perform a  
prohibited activity on Shabbat, it is likewise prohibited to hint to a non-Jew to perform an 
activity on Shabbat.  Or Zarua does allow hinting to a non-Jew on Shabbat to perform melacha 
after Shabbat. Or Zarua's ruling is codified by Rama (1520-1572), OC 307:22. 
 

Ostensibly, the explanation of the ruling of Or Zarua is based on the premise that hinting does 
not violate the prohibition against v'daber davar since there is no mention of the prohibited 
activity.  Nevertheless, hinting to a non-Jew would establish him as an agent of the Jew and 
therefore, hinting is prohibited.  As such, if the Jew hints to the non-Jew to perform the activity 
after Shabbat, there is no concern that the non-Jew is acting as an agent of the Jew and it is 
permissible. 
 

R. Yisrael M. Kagan (1838-1933), Mishna Berurah 307:76 (based on Magen Avraham 307:31), 
states that the prohibition against hinting only applies if the hint is given in the form of a 
directive.  The example given by Mishna Berurah is directing the non-Jew to wipe his nose 

                                                 
15 It should be noted that Rambam (1135-1204), Hilchot Shabbat 6:1, writes that the prohibition against amira 
l'nochri is based on a concern that the Jew who asks the non-Jew to perform the prohibited activity may treat 
Shabbat lightly and eventually perform the prohibited activity himself. 
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where he is supposed to understand that it is cold in the room.  However, if the hint is not 
given in the form of a directive it is permissible. 
 

Mishna Berurah's ruling can be explained based on the previous idea that the prohibition to 
hint to a non-Jew is based on the agency aspect of amira l'nochri.  By directing a non-Jew to 
perform an activity, even if it is only through hinting, the non-Jew acts as an agent on behalf of 
the Jew.  However, if there is no directive from the Jew, the non-Jew is not considered the 
agent of the Jew and there is no prohibition.  It should be noted that even if there is no 
directive, there may be no mention of any prohibited activity by the Jew for this would violate 
the prohibition against v'daber davar.  
 

The Prohibition against Benefiting From a Non-Jew's Activities 
Mishna Berurah's allowance of hinting without a directive has limited applications.  This is 
because the Mishna, Shabbat 122a, prohibits a Jew from benefiting from any prohibited 
activity performed by a non-Jew on behalf of a Jew, even if the non-Jew was not asked to 
perform the activity.  Therefore, even if the hinting is performed in a way that does not violate 
amira l'nochri, there is still a prohibition to benefit from the result. 
 

There are a few situations where there is no prohibition to benefit from the activity of a non-
Jew.  First, Rabbeinu Baruch (12th-13th century), Sefer HaTerumah, no. 252, rules that if a non-
Jew lights a candle in a room that already had some light, there is no prohibition to benefit 
from the new light.  The reason that he gives is that since it was possible to see prior to the 
prohibited activity, the benefit from the prohibited activity is insignificant. R. Ya'akov ben 
Asher (c.1269-1340), Tur, OC 276, adds that after the original light is extinguished, it is 
prohibited to benefit from the light that was lit by the non-Jew. Shulchan Aruch, OC 276:4, 
codifies the ruling of Rabbeinu Baruch and the extension of Tur. 
 

Second, Tosafot, Shabbat 122a s.v. V'Im, and Rabbeinu Baruch op. cit., distinguish between 
direct benefit and indirect benefit regarding certain cases of amira l'nochri.  R. Yisrael Lipschitz 
(1782-1860), Kalkelet Shabbat, Dinei Amira L'Oved Kochavim, no. 5, applies this distinction to 
benefiting from a prohibited activity performed by a non-Jew on behalf of a Jew.  He rules that 
if a non-Jew opens an envelope on Shabbat, it is permissible to benefit from the contents of the 
envelope since this is not considered direct benefit.  R. Lipschitz, Kalkelet Shabbat, Melechet 
Shabbat no.1, also rules that there is no prohibition against benefiting from the absence of 
light caused by the extinguishing of a candle on Shabbat. Mishna Berurah 307:11, likewise 
rules that the only type of benefit that is prohibited is direct benefit.16 
 

                                                 
16 See however, R. Moshe Feinstein (1895-1986), Igrot Moshe, OC 2:77, who prohibits benefiting from a building 
where the door was opened with keys that were (prohibitively) brought from the public domain on Shabbat.  It is 
possible that R. Feinstein will permit sleeping in a room whose light was extinguished because that is not considered a 
positive benefit.  However, if the benefit is positive but indirect, R. Feinstein seems to take the stringent stance.  R. 
Shlomo Z. Auerbach (1910-1995) took both sides of the argument at different points in his life.  He concluded that 
there is no prohibition to benefit from a prohibited activity unless the benefit is positive and direct (see Minchat Shlomo 
no.5, Shemirat Shabbat KeHilchata ch.18, note 244, and Minchat Shlomo Tinyana no. 22). 
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Third, the Mishna, Shabbat 122a, states that if the non-Jew performs the prohibited activity 
for his own benefit, it is permissible to benefit from that activity.  The Gemara, ad loc., limits 
this leniency to cases where there is no concern that the non-Jew will perform additional 
prohibited activities on behalf of a Jew.  For example, if a non-Jew cuts grass for his animals 
and there is leftover grass, it is prohibited for a Jewish acquaintance to feed the leftover grass 
to his animal because there is a concern that the non-Jew may cut more grass for the Jew.  
Regarding a candle that was lit by a non-Jew, the candle that the non-Jew lights for himself is 
also sufficient for the Jew and there is no reason to suspect that he will light additional 
candles.  This is codified by Shulchan Aruch, OC 325:11. 
 

Amira L'Nochri in Order to Fulfill a Mitzvah 
There are two cases in the Gemara where amira l'nochri is permissible for the purpose of 
fulfilling a mitzvah.  First, the Gemara, Gittin 8b, states that one is permitted to ask a non-Jew 
to sign the closing documents on a property in Eretz Yisrael.  The Gemara states that the 
reason why it is permissible is that the mitzvah of yishuv Eretz Yisrael (settling the Land of 
Israel) overrides that prohibition against amira l'nochri.  Second, the Gemara, Eiruvin 67b, 
records an incident where Rabbah allowed someone to ask a non-Jew to carry water through a 
rabbinically ordained public domain (a private domain without an eiruv chatzeirot) in order to 
perform the necessary preparations for the mitzvah of b'rit milah. 
 

There are three opinions presented by the Rishonim to explain the basis of both of these 
leniencies.  First, R. Yitzchak ben Abba Mari  (c. 1122-1193), Sefer HaItur, Hilchot Milah 
(49a), rules that it is permissible to ask a non-Jew to perform a prohibited activity if it is for the 
purpose of fulfilling a mitzvah. Sefer HaItur notes that it is permissible to ask a non-Jew to light 
the Shabbat candles on Shabbat.  It is clear from Sefer HaItur's ruling that one may ask a non-
Jew to perform a bona-fide melacha (such as kindling) in order to perform a mitzvah that is 
not biblically mandated (the mitzvah of lighting Shabbat candles).  This would explain both 
leniencies presented by the Gemara. 
 

Second, Rambam (1135-1204), Hilchot Shabbat 6:9-10, rules that it is permissible to ask a 
non-Jew to perform an activity that is only prohibited (for a Jew) on a rabbinic level if the 
motivating factor is to alleviate a mild illness, to resolve a pressing situation or to perform a 
mitzvah.  One of the examples Rambam provides is asking a non-Jew to carry water through a 
rabbinically ordained public domain in order to perform the necessary preparations for the 
mitzvah of b'rit milah.  Rambam then states that it is permissible to ask a non-Jew to sign the 
closing documents on a property in Eretz Yisrael.  Rambam implies that the latter case is an 
exception to the rule.  One may only ask a non-Jew to perform a bona-fide melacha if it is for 
the mitzvah of yishuv Eretz Yisrael. 
 

Third, Tosafot, Gittin 8b, s.v. Af Al Gav, suggest that both cases presented by the Gemara are 
the exceptions to the rule.  The mitzvah of yishuv Eretz Yisrael allows one to ask a non-Jew to 
perform a bona-fide melacha.  The preparations for the milah are also an exception to the rule 
in that one is permitted to ask a non-Jew to perform an activity that would constitute a 
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rabbinic violation (for a Jew).  Tosafot rule that one may not ask a non-Jew to perform 
activities that entail a rabbinic violation in order to fulfill other mitzvot. 
 

Shulchan Aruch, OC 307:5, rules in accordance with the opinion of Rambam, but mentions 
that there is an opinion that is more stringent (i.e. the opinion of Tosafot). Mishna Berurah 
307:23, rules that the opinion of Rambam should be considered the normative opinion.  
Therefore, it is permissible to ask a non-Jew to carry food through a rabbinically ordained 
public domain if it necessary for the Shabbat meal (see Rama, OC 325:10 and Mishna Berurah, 
ad loc.).   
 

There is a further discussion whether Rambam's leniency extends to cases of loss of money.  R. 
Yitzchak ben Sheshet (1326-1408) in his responsa, no. 387, and R. David ben Zimra (Radvaz 
d. 1573), in his responsa, no. 1005, are both of the opinion that one may not ask a non-Jew to 
violate a rabbinic violation in a case of loss of money.  R. Avraham Gombiner (c. 1633-1683), 
Magen Avraham 307:8, is lenient in cases of great loss.  Mishna Berurah 307:21, seems to side 
with Magen Avraham's opinion.   
 

Rama, OC 276:2, notes the opinion of Sefer HaItur that it is permissible to ask a non-Jew to 
perform a bona-fide melacha in order to perform a mitzvah.  Rama rules that one may rely on 
his opinion in an extremely pressing situation.  R. Avraham Danzig, Chayei Adam, Hilchot 
Shabbat 62:11, states that asking a non-Jew to fix the eiruv strings on Shabbat is an example of 
an extremely pressing situation since many people will transgress Shabbat if the eiruv not fixed 
(michshol d'rabim). Mishna Berurah 276:25, codifies the ruling of Chayei Adam.  Based on the 
ruling of Chayei Adam, R. Ovadia Yosef, Liviat Chen, no. 17, permits asking a non-Jew to 
restore the power to the lights in a synagogue in order that the congregants should be able to 
recite K'riat Sh'ma and pray using a siddur (mitzvah d'rabim). Both examples are examples that 
affect the public. 
 

Is There a Need to Avoid the Leniencies of Amira L'Nochri? 
There are situations where asking a non-Jew to perform a prohibited activity is warranted, but 
the entire situation could have been avoided.  Is it permissible to create a situation where one 
is going to later rely on the leniencies of amira l'nochri? 
 

Rambam, Hilchot Milah 2:9, in providing an example when one may ask a non-Jew to perform 
a prohibited activity, writes that if one forgot to bring a knife to the place where a circumcision 
is taking place, one may ask a non-Jew to carry it through a rabbinically ordained public 
domain.  R. Avraham S.B. Sofer (1815-1871), Ketav Sofer, Orach Chaim no. 49, deduces from 
Rambam's comments that one may only rely on the leniency of asking a non-Jew to perform a 
rabbinically prohibited activity when the knife was forgotten.  One may not intentionally leave 
the knife in other location knowing that the non-Jew will be permitted to move it on Shabbat.  
A similar view is expressed by Mishna Berurah, Sha'ar HaTziyun 244:35. 
 

Asking a Non-Jew to Unlock a Door with an Electronic Key 
Many hotels use electronic locks on their doors to avoid the need of collecting the keys from 
their guests after their stay.  In almost all cases, using these keys on Shabbat would violate a 
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prohibition.  One option for Shabbat guests is to secure all of their belongings in a safety vault 
or other area and leave the door unlocked the entire Shabbat.17  For many, this option is not 
sufficient.  The other option is to ask a member of the hotel staff to open the door each time 
one wants to enter.  Does that violate the prohibition against amira l'nochri? 
 

According to many poskim, engaging an electric device that does not produce heat is only a 
rabbinic violation.18  As such asking a non-Jew to open the door would be tantamount to 
asking a non-Jew to perform a rabbinic violation, which is permissible in cases of need.  Is this 
considered a case of need?  If one left the door unlocked and the door accidentally locked, it 
can be considered a case of need if one needs to access the room in order to sleep or perform 
other important activities.  However, if one is going to a hotel knowing that he will have to 
violate amira l'nochri in order to open his hotel room, the impetus for going to the hotel would 
have to be a case of need.  Furthermore, one would have to also claim that it is a case of great 
loss due to the potential loss of possessions from the hotel room if one chooses not to leave 
the room unlocked. 
 

Nevertheless, R. Yitzchak Zilberstein, Melachim Omnayich, Responsa no. 48, presents two 
options to allow one to ask a non-Jew to open the door on Shabbat.  First, he suggests leaving a 
few small gifts (candy, chocolate, etc.) in the room.  Every time one wants to enter the room, 
he can tell a member of the staff "I would love to give you a gift, but I cannot do so because I 
can't enter my room."  When the staff member unlocks the door to redeem his gift, he is doing 
so for his own benefit.  Second, he quotes R. Yosef S. Elyashiv who suggests telling the 
manager upon check-in that he can only rent the room if the room is accessible over Shabbat 
and that he cannot enter the room with a card.  If the manager then agrees to provide some 
other arrangement to allow the guest to enter the room, such as providing a staff member to 
unlock the door, the manager is doing so for his own benefit and not for the benefit of the Jew. 
 

Asking a non-Jew to Press a Button in the Elevator 
The issues of asking the non-Jew to press the button in the elevator are similar to the issues 
with the electronic door lock.  If the guest has difficulty walking up the stairs, pressing the 
buttons in the elevator would be tantamount to asking a non-Jew to perform a rabbinic 
violation in case of need.19  However, the same discussions regarding the electronic door lock 
apply here as well and before checking in to the hotel, one should ask oneself if there is a 
mitzvah or need to stay at a hotel where one would have difficulty walking up the stairs. 
 

 

                                                 
17 This can usually be accomplished by taping a card over the socket on the doorpost.  One should make sure to use 
a tape that doesn't leave a permanent residue so as not to damage the paint on the doorpost. 
18 See Minchat Yitzchak 3:23 and Yabia Omer, O.C. 7:36.  According to Chazon Ish, O.C. 50:9, completing a circuit 
constitutes a biblical prohibition. 
19 This assumes that the Jew does not violate any prohibition by entering the elevator.  One can avoid this problem 
by entering the elevator at the same time as a non-Jew so that the door and weight sensors are triggered by a non-
Jew.  There is a general dispute about travelling in an elevator on Shabbat, regardless of whether buttons were 
pressed on one's behalf.  R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (1910-1995), cited in Shemirat Shabbat KeHilchata ch. 23, 
note 140) rules leniently on the matter. 
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Issues Relating to Lighting 
Based on the position of Sefer Ha'Itur, it is permissible to ask a non-Jew to activate the lights of 
a conference room for a mitzvah that relates to the needs of the public (prayer, Torah lecture, 
etc.) and it is permissible to benefit from the light in the room. 
 

Sometimes a member of the cleaning crew will use the light in a guest room and forget to 
deactivate it.  One may benefit from that light because the non-Jew activated the light for his 
own benefit.  If one does not want the light to remain on, R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, 
Minchat Shlomo no. 12, rules that although activating an incandescent bulb constitutes a 
biblical violation, extinguishing it is only rabbinic in nature.  As such, in a case of need, it is 
permissible to ask a non-Jew to turn off a light bulb on Shabbat. 

 

P'sik Reishei and its Applications 
When a person performs a specific action, he does so with the intent of achieving a certain 
result.  Sometimes, an action will produce a secondary result.  While the possibility of this 
secondary result may be known to the person at the time of performance of this action, he 
does not necessarily intend to achieve such a result.  This potential secondary result of a 
permissible action is known as davar she'aino mitkavein. 
 

The Concept of Davar She'aino Mitkavein 
There is a dispute between R. Shimon and R. Yehuda regarding davar she'aino mitkavein.  R. 
Yehuda is of the opinion that davar she'aino mitkavein is prohibited.  R. Shimon maintains that 
it is permissible.  One of the examples provided by the Gemara, Beitzah 23b, is a dispute 
recorded in a Beraita regarding dragging a bed, chair, or bench across a field on Shabbat.  The 
intention of the action is to move the item to the other side of the field.  However, dragging 
the item may result in creating a furrow, which is prohibited on Shabbat.  R. Yehuda rules that 
it is prohibited to drag these items across the field.  R. Shimon rules that it is permissible to 
drag these items as long as one does not intend to create a furrow.  The Gemara, Shabbat 22a, 
rules in accordance with the opinion of R. Shimon that davar she'aino mitkavein is 
permissible.20   
 

P'sik Reishei: The Unavoidable Result 
The Gemara, Shabbat 103a, presents a major limitation to R. Shimon's leniency regarding 
davar she'aino mitkavein.  The Gemara states that R. Shimon agrees that if the davar she'aino 
mitkavein produces a result that is unavoidable, that action is prohibited.  This concept is 
known as p'sik reishei.  The term p'sik reishei is based on the rhetorical question "p'sik reishei v'lo 
yamut?" (You will cut off his head and he won't die?).  Rashi, Sukkah 33b, V'Ha, explains that 
the classic case of p'sik reishei is one where a person desires to decapitate an animal on Shabbat 
but does not intend to kill the animal.  Although the death of the animal is a secondary result 
of the action and it can be classified as a davar she'aino mitkavein, nevertheless, since the 
secondary result (i.e. the death of the animal) is unavoidable, it is prohibited to decapitate the 
                                                 
20 This dispute is not limited to Shabbat.  The Gemara applies this dispute to other areas of Halacha (See Shabbat 
29b, and 133a, Nazir 42a, and Keritut 20b). 
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animal.  The discussion of the Gemara, Shabbat 103a, implies that one can violate a biblical 
prohibition if the unavoidable secondary result entails a biblical violation. 
 

The Gemara then distinguishes between results that are beneficial to the one who performs 
the action and results that are inconsequential to the one performing the action (see Rashi, 
Shabbat 103a, s.v. B'Ara).  If the result is inconsequential it is termed "p'sik reishei d'lo nicha 
lei." Aruch, Erech Pasak, rules that an action which results in p'sik reishei d'lo nicha lei is 
permissible.  Tosafot, Shabbat 103a, s.v. Lo Tzricha, disagree with Aruch.  They maintain that 
an action that will result in p'sik reishei d'lo nicha lei is prohibited, albeit as a rabbinic 
violation. Shulchan Aruch, OC 320:18, rules in accordance with the opinion of Tosafot, but 
does mention the opinion of Aruch.    
 

P'sik Reishei whose Result is a Rabbinic Violation 
The above discussion regarding p'sik reishei is limited to cases where the secondary result 
constitutes a biblical violation of Shabbat.  If the secondary result constitutes a rabbinic 
violation, there is a dispute between R. Yisrael Isserlin (1390-1460), Terumat HaDeshen 1:64, 
and Magen Avraham 314:5. Terumat HaDeshen maintains that there is no prohibition against 
performing an activity if the secondary result will constitute a rabbinic violation. Magen 
Avraham asserts that it is prohibited. Mishna Berurah 314:11, rules in accordance with the 
opinion of Magen Avraham.21 
 

The leniency of Terumat HaDeshen applies even in a situation where the secondary result is 
beneficial to the one performing the action.  It is possible that Magen Avraham will agree that if 
the result is inconsequential to the actor, the action is permissible.  For this reason R. Ovadia 
Yosef, Yechave Da'at 2:46, rules that if the secondary result only constitutes a rabbinic 
violation and the result is inconsequential to the actor, the action is permissible.  R. Yehoshua 
Y. Neuwirth, Shemirat Shabbat KeHilchata, Mavo L'Hilchot Shabbat, note 46, contends that an 
inconsequential p'sik reishei is only permissible if the resulting violation is a rabbinic violation 
that is twice removed (i.e. there are two independent reasons why this should only constitute a 
rabbinic violation).22  
 

Amira L'Nochri on P'sik Reishei 
R. Isserlin, Terumat HaDeshen 1:66, rules that it is permissible to ask a non-Jew to perform a 
permissible action whose secondary result will constitute a violation (p'sik reishei).  This ruling 
is codified by Rama, OC 253:5, and Mishna Berurah 253:99. 
 

One can question Rama's codification of this ruling.  As noted previously, Terumat HaDeshen 
is lenient regarding all forms of p'sik reishei whose result is a rabbinic violation.  Asking a non-
Jew to perform a prohibited activity (amira l’nochri) only constitutes a rabbinic violation.  
Therefore, it is logical that Terumat HaDeshen would permit asking a non-Jew to perform an 
action whose secondary result constitutes a violation.  However, Terumat Hadeshen's ruling 

                                                 
21 See also, R. Yitzchak Elchanan Spector, Be'er Yitzchak, Orach Chaim no. 15, who rules in accordance with the 
opinion of Terumat HaDeshen. 
22 See R. Mordechai Willig, Am Mordechai, Shabbat no. 31, for an analysis of this issue and a compromise position. 



26 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • SUKKOT TO-GO • TISHREI 5770 

regarding amira l'nochri on p'sik reishei is codified as law, even though Terumat HaDeshen's 
ruling regarding p'sik reishei on other rabbinic violations is not.  If so, how can one justify 
asking a non-Jew to perform an action whose secondary result is a biblical violation? 
 

There are two answers to this question.  First, one can suggest that asking a non-Jew to 
perform an action whose secondary result is a biblical violation is less severe than a Jew 
performing an action whose secondary result is a rabbinic violation.  This is the implication of 
Mishna Berurah's comments (253:99).  Second, R. Shneur Zalman of Liadi (1742-1815), 
Shulchan Aruch HaRav, OC 253:10, suggests that the reason why p'sik reishei is permissible 
regarding amira l'nochri is that the prohibition against amira l'nochri only applies when one 
asks a non-Jew to perform an action that entails a prohibition.  In this situation, the non-Jew is 
asked to perform an action that is permissible.  The secondary result is inconsequential to the 
prohibition against amira l'nochri. 
 

There is a potential practical difference between the first approach and the second approach.  
According to the first approach, this situation is one where the prohibition against amira 
l'nochri does not apply.  As such, it is likely permissible to benefit from the prohibited result.  
According to the second approach, such a situation may be comparable to remizah (hinting) 
where it is prohibited to benefit from the result. 
 

The Vilna Gaon (1720-1797), Bei'ur HaGra to Rama, OC 253:5, disagrees fundamentally with 
Rama's ruling.  He claims that p'sik reishei does not mitigate the prohibition against amira 
l'nochri.  Therefore, if the p'sik reishei is one that is beneficial and the prohibited result is of 
biblical origin, one may not ask a non-Jew to perform that activity.  However, if the result if not 
beneficial (lo nicha lei), one may ask a non-Jew to perform the activity.  
 

R. Moshe Feinstein, Igrot Moshe, OC 2:68, rules in accordance with Rama's leniency and 
applies it to a situation where someone forgot to disable the light in the refrigerator prior to 
Shabbat.  He allows one to ask a non-Jew to open the refrigerator even though the light will 
inevitably be activated.23   
 

Rashba's Leniency 
Rashba (1235-1310), Shabbat 107a, s.v. Ve'Af, (based on the comments of the Talmud 
Yerushalmi) states that if there is a deer in one's home, it is permissible to close the door, even 
though it will trap the deer, as long as it is not one's primary intention to trap the deer.  Ran, 
Shabbat 38a, s.v. Matnitan questions Rashba's ruling:  Is this not the classic case of p'sik reishei? 
 

R. Avraham Borenstein (1838-1910), Avnei Nezer, Orach Chaim no. 194, defends Rashba's 
position.  He claims that Rashba's leniency is a function of the prohibition against trapping.  In 
reality, trapping an animal by closing the door on it should be considered gerama (indirect 

                                                 

23 R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach was reluctant to apply this leniency to refrigerators for technical reasons, see 
Shemirat Shabbat KeHilchata ch.31, note1. 
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action).  However, based on the principle of melechet machshevet, (intent is a determinant in 
the laws of Shabbat) it is considered a direct action in the context of Shabbat prohibitions.  
Nevertheless the principle of melechet machshevet only applies if one's primary intention is to 
trap the animal in this manner.  If it is a secondary result, one cannot apply the stringency of 
melechet machshevet. 
 

Although Rashba's leniency is not the normative opinion, R. Zalman N. Goldberg (in the 
journal Ateret Shlomo, Vol. VI) uses it as a mitigating factor in allowing one to walk in front of 
a surveillance camera.  He claims that being photographed is not considered a direct action 
unless one intends to be photographed.  If one merely walks in front of the camera, the 
melechet machshevet is lacking and it is not considered a direct action. 
 

Motion Sensors in the Hotel Room 
Some hotels have motion sensors in the rooms that turn off the lights, heat and air 
conditioning when the guest is not in the room and reactivate when the guest enters.  Leaving 
the room poses less of a problem because turning off the lights, heat or air conditioning does 
not benefit the guest and the result is not immediate.  However, entering the room and 
activating these devices certainly benefits the guest.  One potential solution to this problem is 
the leniency of amira l'nochri on p'sik reishei.  If one asks the non-Jew to enter the room for a 
reason other than to engage the motion sensor, there is no violation of amira l'nochri when he 
triggers the motion sensor.  However, there is still a dispute as to whether one may benefit 
from these devices. 
 

Motion Sensors on the Toilets 
Many public restrooms are equipped with hands-free flushing systems that are equipped 
with motion sensors.  If there is no other restroom available, it is certainly permissible to use 
one with an automatic flusher because one may violate rabbinic prohibitions in matters 
relating to kavod hab'riyot (human dignity).24 The primary question is whether one may use 
a public restroom in a case where there is a non-automated restroom available at a less 
convenient location.  It is arguable that in general, this is a case of p'sik reishei d'lo nicha lei.25  
Since the result is only rabbinic in nature, according to some poskim, it would be 
permissible to use the toilet. 
 

 Surveillance Cameras and Security Systems 
As noted earlier, R. Zalman Nechemiah Goldberg permits walking in front of a surveillance 
camera if one has no intent of being photographed.  One of his reasons for leniency is that this 
is a case of p'sik reishei d'lo nicha lei.  The passerby does not benefit from being photographed, 
even if the system is meant for his protection. He only benefits from the system when an 
intruder walks in front of the camera.  Furthermore, he employs Rashba's leniency as a 
mitigating factor. 

                                                 
24 Berachot 19b.  Use of an automatic flusher would constitute a rabbinic prohibition according to the lenient 
opinion in note 18. 
25 In a public restroom, flushing the toilet primarily benefits the person who is going to use it next.  There is an 
element of subjectivity on this matter and it does depend on the individual. 
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Candle Lighting in a Hotel 
Most hotels do not allow one to light a candle in a room, certainly if there is no supervision.  In 
this section, we will provide some background regarding the mitzvah of lighting Shabbat 
candles and the various options one has in a hotel. 
 

The Nature of the Mitzvah 
One can question the nature of the mitzvah of lighting Shabbat candles. Is the mitzvah to 
ensure that a candle is lit in the home, or is the mitzvah to actually light a candle? This 
question is addressed by Tosafot, Shabbat 25b, s.v. Chovah, who quote an opinion that if there 
is already a candle lit in the home, there is no specific obligation to light Shabbat candles. 
Tosafot then cite Rabbeinu Tam who rejects this opinion and contends that if there is a candle 
already lit, one must extinguish the candle and rekindle it prior to Shabbat. Apparently, the 
first opinion maintains that the mitzvah is to ensure that a candle is lit, and therefore, if there is 
a preexisting light, there is no obligation to light candles. Rabbeinu Tam is of the opinion that 
the mitzvah of lighting Shabbat candles demands that one light a candle specifically for the 
purpose of Shabbat, and a preexisting light does not suffice. 
 

R. Yitzchak Z. Soloveitchik (1886-1959), in Chidushei HaGrach Al HaShas no. 11, notes that 
in fact there are two aspects to the mitzvah of lighting Shabbat candles. One aspect of lighting 
candles relates to oneg Shabbat, the mitzvah to enjoy Shabbat. In order to enjoy Shabbat 
properly, one must ensure that one's home has sufficient light. However, there is an additional 
aspect of lighting candles which relates to kavod Shabbat, the mitzvah to honor the Shabbat. 
Rambam, ibid, 30:2-5, writes that the mitzvah of kavod Shabbat is fulfilled on Erev Shabbat by 
preparing for Shabbat. Rambam includes lighting candles among the activities that are part of 
the mitzvah of kavod Shabbat. R. Soloveitchik notes that even if it were permissible to light 
candles on Shabbat, one would still be required to light the candles prior to Shabbat as lighting 
candles is part of the mitzvah of kavod Shabbat.26 
 

Use of Electric Lights for the Mitzvah 
One element of oneg Shabbat is shalom bayit, tranquility in the home (Gemara, Shabbat 
25b).  Rashi, Shabbat 25b, s.v. Hadlakat, explains that when there is darkness and people are 
stumbling over objects, there is no tranquility.  The other element of oneg Shabbat is use of 
the light for the various activities one performs to enjoy Shabbat.  Either way, the candles 
serve a practical purpose in illuminating the home.  It would stand to reason that one may 
fulfill the mitzvah of lighting Shabbat candles with anything that can provide sufficient light 
in the home.  Therefore, use of electric lights would be acceptable for the mitzvah of lighting 
Shabbat candles. 
 

                                                 
26 See R. Yosef Falk (17th century), Introduction to Perisha and Derisha, Yoreh Deah, who notes that his mother was 
insistent on lighting Yom Tov candles prior to Yom Tov (whenever it is permissible) even though it is permissible 
to light candles on Yom Tov. She did this in order to fulfill the mitzvah of kavod Yom Tov. 
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There are a few objections raised by contemporary poskim to the use of electric lights for 
the purpose of the mitzvah of lighting Shabbat candles.  Before exploring these objections, 
some background information is required.  There are two categories of electric lights.  The 
first category includes bulbs that illuminate due to the heating of metal to the point that it 
glows.  The most common forms of light bulbs in this category are incandescent bulbs (the 
standard light bulb) and halogen bulbs.  The second category includes bulbs that illuminate 
without any heat.  This category includes fluorescent bulbs, neon bulbs, and light emitting 
diodes (LEDs). 
 

What Type of Light is Valid for Lighting Shabbat Candles? 
Many poskim (see Shemirat Shabbat KeHilchata ch. 43 note 22) write that an incandescent 
light bulb is comparable to a gachelet shel matechet, a glowing hot piece of metal, which most 
Rishonim (see Teshuvot Avnei Nezer, Orach Chaim no. 229) consider to be a fire for halachic 
purposes.  Therefore, they permit use of an incandescent bulb for the mitzvah of lighting 
Shabbat candles.  However, R. Yitzchak Shternhel, Kochvei Yitzchak 1:2, disagrees and rules 
that one may not use a fire that has no fuel.  An electric light which doesn’t run directly on fuel 
but rather through resistance of electrons is not considered a ner for these purposes.   
 

A further question arises regarding fluorescent bulbs that do not provide light in the form of 
fire.  R. Shmuel A. Yudelevitz, HaChashmal Le'Or HaHalacha 3:6, rules that since the light is 
not derived from glowing metal, it is not considered fire, and is therefore not suitable for 
lighting the Shabbat candles.  However, Encyclopedia Talmudit, Chashmal, note 308, 
comments that one can question the requirement for fire based on the comments of Moshav 
Zekeinim MiBa'alei HaTosafot, Vayikra 24:2.  Moshav Zekeinim discuss the dispute regarding 
whether one recites a beracha on lighting the Shabbat candles.  They quote Rabbeinu 
Meshulam who claims that if one has a shiny stone that provides light there is no need for a 
candle.  Therefore, one does not recite a beracha even when one does light a candle because 
the candle is not inherently obligatory.  Moshav Zekeinim then quote Rabbeinu Tam who 
states that even if one has a shiny stone that provides sufficient light, there is nevertheless an 
obligation to light the Shabbat candles.  Encyclopedia Talmudit claims that this dispute is 
limited to whether there is an active requirement to light Shabbat candles.  If there was some 
way to actively "light" the shiny stone, even Rabbeinu Tam would agree that its use for 
Shabbat candles would be sanctioned.  The implication is that there is no requirement for fire, 
and any light would suffice.  Therefore, fluorescent lights, which can be actively lit, may be 
used for Shabbat candles. 
 

Reciting a Beracha on Electric Lights 
R. Tzvi P. Frank, Har Tzvi 2:114, quotes R. Yosef Rosen (the Rogatchover) that one may not 
recite a beracha on lighting an electric light because turning on a light is not considered a 
sufficient enough action to warrant saying "l'hadlik" (to light).  Ostensibly, R. Rosen considers 
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lighting an electric light to be gerama (an indirect action).27    R. Frank addresses the issue of 
gerama regarding lighting Shabbat candles, and states that since Maharam (cited in 
Mordechai, Shabbat no. 294) allows recitation of a beracha on a candle that was not lit for the 
purpose of Shabbat, (i.e., one may recite a beracha on oneg Shabbat without fulfilling the kavod 
Shabbat aspect of lighting Shabbat candles) one may also recite a beracha on a light that was lit 
through gerama.  R. Shmuel A. Yudelevitz, op. cit., adds that even if one requires that the 
beracha is recited on a light lit for the purpose of kavod Shabbat, an electric light would fulfill 
that requirement, even if it is considered gerama. 
 

R. Chaim Y.A. Halberstam, in Teshuvot Yerushat Peleitah no. 7, contends that even if one can 
fulfill the requirement of lighting Shabbat candles using electric lights, one may not recite a 
beracha on that lighting.  His opinion is based on a ruling of Rashba, Teshuvot HaRashba 1:18, 
who rules that one does not recite a beracha on a mitzvah that requires the assistance of other 
people in order to perform that mitzvah.  With regards to reciting a beracha on electric lights, 
R. Halberstam suggests that since one must rely on the electric company in order to provide 
power, one does not recite a beracha on such a mitzvah.  Rav Shlomo Z. Auerbach (cited in 
Shemirat Shabbat KeHilchata ch. 43, note 22) notes that if the concern to refrain from reciting 
a beracha is the reliance on the power company, one may recite a beracha on a battery-
powered light (such as a flashlight with an incandescent bulb).  It should be noted that R. 
Moshe Feinstein (cited in The Radiance of Shabbos, page 12) was of the opinion that one 
should not recite a beracha on electric lights. 
 

 Combining the Use of Candles and Electric Lights 
Under normal circumstances, most women opt to fulfill the mitzvah of lighting Shabbat 
candles with actual candles or oil rather than electric lights.  Nevertheless, the presence of the 
electric lights in the room does impact the mitzvah in a number of ways.  First, the purpose of 
the Shabbat candles is to provide light for activities that are going to be performed on 
Shabbat.  Maharil, Teshuvot Maharil no. 53, questions whether one may recite a beracha on 
lighting candles in a room in which other women have lit their Shabbat candles.  He writes 
that although there are opinions that maintain that one does not recite a beracha in such an 
instance, there are grounds to recite a beracha because the additional candles provide added 
light to corners of the room that the original candles do not illuminate sufficiently.  Shulchan 
Aruch, OC 263:8, rules that one may not recite a beracha upon lighting candles in a room 
where there are other lit candles.  Rama, ad loc., rules that one may rely on the opinion of 
Maharil.  R. Shlomo Z. Auerbach (cited in Shemirat Shabbat KeHilchata 43:171) questions 
whether Maharil's leniency is applicable to lighting candles in a room in which there are 
electric lights, as the candles are not going to provide any additional light.  Although R. 
Auerbach does provide justification for this practice, he notes that it is preferable to either turn 
off the electric lights prior to lighting the candles (and then have someone else turn on the 
electric lights), or to incorporate lighting of the electric lights into the candle lighting service.  

                                                 
27 R. Frank notes that completing a circuit is not considered gerama for the purpose of permitting melacha on 
Shabbat.  R. Rosen's concern is that one should consider it gerama as a matter of stringency to prohibit reciting a 
beracha on electric lights. 



31 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • SUKKOT TO-GO • TISHREI 5770 

 

Second, Mishna Berurah 263:38 notes that if one is in a situation where a few people in the 
same house must light Shabbat candles, it is preferable for the guest to light in her private 
quarters rather than the dining room in order to avoid relying on Maharil's leniency.  By 
incorporating electric lights into the candle lighting service, one can follow Mishna Berurah's 
ruling by lighting an electric light in one's private quarters and then lighting actual candles in 
the dining room (after the hostess has lit her candles). 
 

Third, there is a certain element of danger in lighting actual candles, especially when left 
unattended.  Incorporating electric lights into the candle lighting service provides a means of 
minimizing the danger.  By incorporating electric lights, one can use a candle or oil that will 
only burn for a short amount of time, and the electric lights will fulfill the task of providing 
oneg Shabbat after the candles are extinguished. 
 

Applications to a Hotel Setting 
If one follows the opinions that one may recite a beracha on electric lights, lighting an electric 
light in the hotel room (such as a closet light or bathroom light) is the best option.  One can 
also combine the lighting with lighting of actual candles in a place that is sanctioned by the 
hotel.  The designated area should be set in an area where one will receive benefit from the 
light.  Mishna Berurah 263:41 rules that when one lights in a public area (i.e. an area where one 
is not sleeping or eating), the benefit one receives from the candles must relate in some way to 
the Shabbat meal or the preparation of the meal. 
 

If one does not follow the opinion that one may recite a beracha, the best option is to light 
candles in the dining room on one's table.  If that is not possible, Shemirat Shabbat KeHilchata 
(ch. 45 note 44) rules that at the very least, the candles should provide light or ambience for 
someone else's Shabbat meal. 
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Once Upon a Time… 
 The Story Told by the 

Chagim 
Mrs. Dena Knoll28 

Faculty, Ma’ayanot Yeshiva High School for Girls 
 
The Torah spans several thousand years, starting with the creation of the world and 
continuing with the flood, the Avot, the exodus from Egypt, and the years in the desert.  Over 
the course of these thousands of years, numerous events transpired that were so significant 
they could easily have justified the creation of a holiday to memorialize them every year.  For 
example, God could have mandated an annual holiday to commemorate the end of the flood, 
or akeidat Yitzchak, or the first time He spoke to Avraham, to name a few possibilities.  Yet, 
despite thousands of years’ worth of history and events, a surprising fact emerges: All three of 
the holidays that comprise the shalosh regalim – Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot - 
commemorate events that took place in the self-same year.   Pesach celebrates the exodus 
from Egypt which took place on the 15th of Nissan in the Jewish year 2448.  Seven weeks later, 
the Israelites accepted the Torah, which is the event the holiday of Shavuot recreates.  
Regarding the holiday of Sukkot, the Torah tells us explicitly: 
 
In booths you shall dwell for seven days so that your 
generations will know that I (God) housed Bnei 
Yisrael in booths when I took them out of Egypt. 
VaYikra 23:42-43 

בסוכות תשבו שבעת ימים למען ידעו דורותיכם 
י ישראל בהוציאי כי בסוכות הושבתי את בנ

  אותם מארץ מצרים
  מג-מב:ויקרא כג

 
Since it is most probable that God began sheltering the Jewish nation in booths29 immediately 
upon saving them from Egypt rather than leaving them homeless for an initial period of time, it 
emerges that the third holiday of the shalosh regalim recreates an occurrence that began the very 
same year as its two counterparts. 
 

                                                 
28 I would like to thank the following people for their insightful suggestions upon reading the first draft of this 
article: My husband, Nir; my parents, Dr. and Mrs. Ushi and Zina Freundlich; my brother, Rabbi Yechezkel 
Freundlich; my sister, Mrs. Shira Wiesen; and my friend and colleague, Mrs. Rivka Kahan.  
29 Regardless of whether they were literally booths (sukkot mamash) or the ananei hakavod, as debated by Rabbi 
Akiva and Rabbi Eliezer on Sukkah 11b. 
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The significance of Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot recollecting events that took place in the same 
year is that it indicates that each is not an isolated holiday meant to celebrate an independent 
event, but rather all three are integrally connected parts of one continuous story.   
 
We all recognize the fundamental connection between Pesach and Shavuot; after all, we count 
Sefirah to directly link the exodus from Egypt to Matan Torah.  However, what role does Sukkot 
play in this story?  Upon closer inspection, it is not even clear what significance the booths possess 
at all, that they merited an entire week-long holiday when the binding of Isaac and the manna in 
the desert did not.  But once one recognizes that the booths are in some way linked to yetziat 
Mitzrayim, the question becomes all the more pressing: What eternal significance do these booths 
possess at all, and what critical insight do they add to the exodus narrative in particular?  
 

Recognizing that our sukkot are meant to recreate the booths in the desert raises a second 
anomaly: Sukkot’s baffling placement in the calendar.  Since the Torah explicitly tells us that we 
are to build sukkot to remind ourselves of the booths in which God housed us in the desert, it 
would seem that this holiday should be celebrated immediately after Pesach, since that is when 
we entered the desert and presumably began being housed in the booths.  Yet instead of being 
placed in Nissan where it would chronologically belong, the holiday of Sukkot is not celebrated 
until six months later in Tishrei,30 only two weeks after Rosh Hashanah and a mere five days after 
Yom Kippur!  The question is thus compounded: Why isn’t Sukkot immediately after Pesach 
where it belongs, and why is it instead immediately after Yom Kippur?   
  

To more deeply understand both the significance and the timing of Sukkot, one must first 
reexamine the holiday that precedes it, Shavuot.   
 

We usually view the annual cycle of Jewish holidays as beginning in Tishrei with the New Year 
holiday of Rosh Hashanah, followed closely by Yom Kippur and Sukkot.  However, once we 
recognize that through our celebration of Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot, we are reliving the 
experience of one single momentous year, it follows that the chagim should be experienced in 
the chronological order of how the events unfolded that year.  Thus, the beginning should not be 
Rosh Hashanah, but rather, Pesach, which celebrates the Exodus.  And in fact, the Torah calls 
Nissan, the month during which Pesach falls, the Rosh Chodashim, the first of the months,31 and 

                                                 
30 The Tur addresses this question in Orach Chayim 625.  He posits that Sukkot was not placed in Nissan when the 
weather is beautiful because everyone sits outside in the shade then of their own volition.  In Tishrei, the rainy 
season begins so it is recognizable that we are sitting outside because of a Divine command.  Interestingly, the 
Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim III:43 suggests the opposite – that the timing of Sukkot is because “it is possible to 
live in the tabernacle during that season, there being no great heat nor an uncomfortable rain.”  The Ibn Ezra on 
Shemot 23:43 proposes, contrary to what I assume above, that Bnei Yisrael did not actually construct booths 
immediately upon their exodus from Egypt since they had God’s cloud protecting them from the sun.  The booths 
were not necessary until Tishrei when the weather turned colder.  The Vilna Gaon (in his commentary to the 
opening pesukim of Shir HaShirim) suggests that our sukkot do not commemorate the moment Bnei Yisrael 
initially began being protected by the ananei hakavod upon leaving Egypt, but rather the moment the ananei 
hakavod returned to Bnei Yisrael after they were forgiven for Chet HaEgel, which occurred in Tishrei.  This article 
will suggest yet another possible explanation.   
31 Shemot 12:2 – "החדש הזה לכם ראש חדשים ראשון הוא לכם לחדשי השנה"  
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Rosh Hashanah’s Tishrei is called the seventh month!32  Similarly, Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 1:1 
says, "באחד בניסן ראש השנה למלכים ולרגלים"  - the first of Nissan is Rosh Hashanah for kings and for 
the Festivals.   
 

Shavuot, then, which is celebrated only seven weeks after Pesach, does not fall toward the 
conclusion of the year, but is instead closer to the beginning.  At first glance, this seems 
perplexing, even anticlimactic.  Shavuot would seem to have been the perfect culmination of the 
year, the perfect “happily ever after,” for this is when Am Yisrael received the Torah and our 
nationhood gained its purpose.  However, upon closer inspection, it is evident that it absolutely 
cannot be “The End” because Matan Torah does not, in fact, have a happy ending.  A mere forty 
days after the most awesome Divine revelation in all of history, Moshe descends from Mount 
Sinai to find the nation worshipping a Golden Calf. And Moshe reacts by smashing the luchot, 
effectively obliterating the Divine covenant that had been enacted on Shavuot.  Thus, Shavuot 
cannot be the final holiday of the year or the year would end in tragedy, with our relationship 
with God in ruins, our covenant with Him null and void.   
 

The day that Moshe shattered the luchot was none other than Shiva Asar B’Tamuz, a day 
designated for fasting and mourning throughout the generations.  We don’t usually associate 
Shiva Asar B’Tamuz with Shavuot since we generally connect it to the Beit HaMikdash; after all, 
it laments the breaching of the city walls and initiates the three weeks of mourning that lead up 
to Tisha B’Av.  However, the Mishnah in Ta’anit 4:6 explicitly states that the 17th of Tammuz 
mourns five different tragedies, the first of which was the breaking of the Luchot.33  Thus, 
interestingly, not only are Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot all part of the story that unfolded that 
first year following the Exodus, but Shivah Asar B’Tammuz is as well. 
 

Thankfully, however, Shavuot and Shivah Asar B’Tammuz are not the end of the story.  After 
shattering the luchot, Moshe proceeds to punish the people.  He burns the egel, grinds it up, 
scatters the dust into water, and gives it to Bnei Yisrael to drink.  He confronts Aharon, declares, 
“ אלי' מי לה ,” and when Bnei Levi respond to the call, he instructs them to kill their brethren who 
have sinned.  The next day, Moshe announces that now that the most serious perpetrators have 
been punished, he is ready to approach God and beg for amnesty and mercy.  And so he ascends 
for an additional forty days and nights, this time to plead for forgiveness.34  He then descends 
only to be called up once again, on Rosh Chodesh Elul, which we now designate as the 
beginning of the intense Teshuvah period.  Forty days later, Moshe triumphantly descends 
again, this time carrying with him the second luchot, signifying God’s forgiveness of His people.  

                                                 
32 VaYikra 23:24, 27, 34  
33 See Rabbi Yitzchak Etshalom’s article, “Sinai and Tziyyon,” on Yeshivat Har Etzion’s Virtual Beit Midrash 
(www.vbm-torah.org/3weeks/3wyitz.htm) where he suggests that all five of the tragedies mourned on 17 Tammuz, 
even those that seem primarily Beit Hamikdash-related, fundamentally represent a rejection of Sinai.  He posits that 
“Rejection of Sinai” is the central theme of Shivah Asar B’Tammuz.  Thank you to Rachel Weber for bringing this 
article to my attention. 
34 Shemot 32:19-31. Interestingly, the 9th of Av happens to fall out during these days when Moshe is imploring God 
to forgive Bnei Yisrael but their fate is uncertain.  However, Klal Yisrael’s “bechiya le’chinam” during Chet 
HaMeraglim that establishes Tisha B’Av as a day of mourning le’dorot does not occur until the following year, Bnei 
Yisrael’s second year in the desert. 
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If one performs the calculations, as Rashi does in his commentary to Shemot 33:11, one comes 
to the startling realization that the day when God revealed His willingness to once again enter 
into a covenant with Am Yisrael was none other than the tenth of Tishrei, more famously known 
as Yom Kippur.   
 

Thus, the “original” Yom Kippur took place the same extraordinary year during which the events 
that generated Pesach, Shavuot, Shivah Asar B’Tammuz, and Sukkot all occurred.  And we see 
that Shavuot is not only linked to Pesach, which is evident since we count the Omer between the 
two, but it is also integrally connected to Yom Kippur, for that is when the luchot and covenant 
that were originally forged on Shavuot but subsequently shattered, are reinstated.  Yom Kippur 
is thus not only the climax of Rosh Hashanah, but also the ultimate culmination of Shavuot.   
 

Recognizing this aspect of Yom Kippur has far-reaching implications for the significance and 
meaning of the day.  We generally think of Yom Kippur as a day to introspect, pray, fast, and 
focus on our personal and national relationship with our Creator.  It is of course about all of 
these critical notions.  However, appreciating its historical significance as the day on which the 
second luchot were given, essentially as Matan Torah Part II, enhances it with a powerful new 
dimension as well. 
 

The giving of the second luchot is often viewed simply as an addendum or postscript to the first, 
original Matan Torah.  But an examination of the pesukim reveals that the second luchot were 
given amongst a Divine revelation of their own, one which rivaled that of the initial Matan Torah 
and may even have surpassed it as being the most intense Divine revelation in history. 
 

God agrees to grant the second luchot as a result of Moshe’s compelling pleas on behalf of the 
people in the wake of Chet HaEgel.  The back and forth negotiations that take place between 
Moshe and Hashem during this encounter are very enigmatic.  Moshe is supposed to be asking 
for forgiveness for the people, but instead, he asks for some type of private showing of the 
Divine.  Surprisingly, God acquiesces to these brazen demands. 
 
And [Moshe] said, please show me Your glory. And [God] 
said I will make all my goodness pass before you, and I will 
proclaim the name of God before you… you will not be able 
to see My face since no human can see My face and live. And 
it shall be that when My glory passes by that I will put you in 
a cleft of the rock and will cover you with My hand while I 
pass by; and I will take away My hand and you shall see My 
back, but My face shall not be seen. 
Shemot 33:18-23 

 אני ויאמר :כבדך את נא הראני ויאמר
 'ה בשם וקראתי פניך על טובי כל אעביר
 פני את לראת תוכל לא ויאמר ... לפניך

 הנה 'ה ויאמר: וחי האדם יראני לא כי
 בעבר והיה: הצור על ונצבת אתי מקום
 כפי ושכתי הצור בנקרת ושמתיך כבדי
 וראית כפי את והסרתי: עברי עד עליך
  : יראו אל ופני אחרי את

   כג-יח:לג שמות

 
It is in the pesukim immediately following this awe-inspiring promise of Divine revelation that 
God commands Moshe to carve out the second set of tablets.35  The pesukim then describe the 
following remarkable experience: 

                                                 
35 Shemot 34:1-4. 
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God descended in a cloud and stood with him there and he 
proclaimed the name of God.  And God passed by before him and 
proclaimed, “Hashem, Hashem, Almighty, merciful, and gracious, 
slow to anger, and abounding in kindness and truth.  He preserves 
kindness for thousands (of generations), forgiving iniquity, 
transgression, and sin, and acquits.   

בענן ויתיצב עמו שם ' וירד ה
על פניו ' ויעבר ה' ויקרא בשם ה

קל רחום וחנון ארך ' ה' ויקרא ה
 אפים ורב חסד ואמת נצר חסד

לאלפים נשא עון ופשע וחטאה 
 ונקה

 
It is in the afterglow (literally – see Shemot 34:29) of this experience of the Divine that Moshe 
actually inscribes the tablets with the Ten Commandments and brings them down to the people.  
Thus, the giving of the second luchot was not simply an afterthought to the initial Matan Torah, 
but was accompanied by its own independent experience of intense Divine Revelation and the 
revelation of the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy.   
 

Furthermore, not only were the second luchot accompanied by an experience of the Divine, but 
this revelation may have been even more powerful than the initial Matan Torah itself.  At the 
first luchot, the people experienced God amidst thunder, lightning, smoke, and clouds, while at 
the second luchot, God showed Himself to the greatest degree that a human being could possibly 
withstand; He passed before Moshe and even had to cover Moshe with His hand so as to protect 
him from the intensity of what he was witnessing.  In addition, at the initial Matan Torah, God 
revealed His laws – the Ten Commandments, but at the second luchot, He revealed His 
Thirteen Attributes of Mercy, i.e. His qualities, His personality, so to speak.  In fact, it was not 
after the initial Matan Torah that Moshe’s face glowed, but only after this Thirteen Middot 
revelation.36  Thus, though the revelation that accompanied the first luchot was unique in that it 
was to the entire nation, the revelation associated with the second luchot is unrivaled in terms of 
its quality and intensity - the degree to which God allowed Himself to be experienced by man.   
 

Yom Kippur is transformed by its identification as the day on which the second luchot were 
given.  The mitzvot which most characterize the day are the five inuyim - refraining from eating 
and drinking, wearing shoes, washing, using lotions, and marital intimacy.  The message of these 
restrictions seems to be to remove ourselves from our physicality on this awesome day, and 
instead to focus exclusively on our spiritual essence.  While this undoubtedly is a central theme 
of Yom Kippur, recollecting that the first Yom Kippur in history is also Matan Torah Part II 
gives the inuyim an additional level of meaning: They may also be our way of reenacting Moshe 
receiving the second luchot.   
 

One of the miraculous aspects of Moshe’s time in shamayim was “לחם לא אכל ומים לא שתה” - 
He did not eat bread or drink water.”37  Fasting is thus not just about removing ourselves from 
the physical, but is our way of recreating Moshe’s encounter with the Divine.  Similarly, we 
refrain from wearing leather shoes, just as Moshe was instructed by the burning bush, “ של
 Remove your shoes from your feet.38  In fact, the Gemara Berakhot 62b derives - ”נעליך מעל רגליך

                                                 
36 Shemot 34:29. 
37 Shemot 34:28. 
38 Shemot 3:5. 
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from this pasuk a general prohibition against ever wearing shoes on the Temple Mount – 
shoes are inappropriate when in the presence of the shechinah.  Likewise, marital relations are 
forbidden on Yom Kippur, which is reminiscent of the fact that Moshe separated from his wife 
in order to be prepared to receive prophecy at any moment, and that before Matan Torah all 
Jews were instructed to refrain from relations with their spouses in preparation for their 
encounter with God.39  Clearly, our observance of the five inuyim is not just about removing 
ourselves from physicality; it is also our way of reliving the giving of the second luchot, which 
took place on this day. 
 

Similarly, the climax of Yom Kippur during the times of the Beit HaMikdash was the Kohen 
Gadol entering the Kodesh Kadashim - the one and only day of the year that a human being 
could do so.  Clearly this was a reenactment of Moshe ascending for the most intense encounter 
with God that is humanly possible.40 
 

The teshuvah we do on Yom Kippur, then, is not an end unto itself; it is the means through 
which we become worthy of drawing closer to God than we ever have before.  Experiencing new 
heights in the intensity of our relationship with the Almighty is the ultimate goal and essence of 
Yom Kippur.   
 

Yom Kippur, then, would seem to be the perfect conclusion to the remarkable story we relive 
annually as we observe the holidays.  The story of this extraordinary year begins with the Exodus, 
seems to climax with Matan Torah forty days later, but comes crashing down on the 17th of 
Tammuz with the shattering of the luchot.  However, on the tenth of Tishrei, the relationship 
has been repaired, the luchot have been given again, and the covenant has been reinstated, all 
amidst an intense Divine Revelation and issuing of Divine Forgiveness.  It would seem that Yom 
Kippur should have been the grand finale, the conclusion of this remarkable year.  Yet, a mere 
five days later, on the 15th of Tishrei, another holiday commences – Sukkot, which seems 
superfluous and anticlimactic.  This brings us back to the questions which we posed at the outset 
- what is Sukkot doing here where it does not even chronologically belong?  What is the 
significance of these booths and what do they add to the story?   
 

To discover the answers to these questions, we must look back to Tanakh and explore what 
actually happened that formative year right after Hashem forgave the Jewish people and granted 
them the second luchot on Yom Kippur.  Klal Yisrael’s immediate next undertaking was to throw 
themselves into the construction of the Mishkan.41  The fact that immediately after Yom Kippur 
we begin to construct sukkot42 indicates a link between the mishkan and our booths.43   
 

                                                 
39 Shemot 19:15. 
40 Both Rav Avrohom Gordimer (www.ou.org/torah/gordimer/5764/yomkippur64.htm) and Rav Yair Kahn 
(www.vbm-torah.org/roshandyk/yk57-yak.htm) make this point. 
41 Shemot perakim 35-40.  
42 The Rama codifies the practice of beginning to construct one’s sukkah literally on Motzai Yom Kippur both in the 
last siman of Hilchot Yom HaKippurim (624:5) and in the first siman of Hilchot Sukkah (625:1). 
43 In fact, according to the Vilna Gaon (in his commentary to Shir HaShirim 1:4), the construction of the Mishkan 
actually began on exactly the fifteenth of Tishrei, what we celebrate as the first day of Sukkot! 
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There are also compelling parallels between the mishkan and our sukkot.  For example, since the 
Mishkan needed to be repeatedly taken apart and reconstructed so as to accompany Bnei Yisrael 
on their travels through the desert, it was a temporary structure.  This is highlighted by its 
appellation, “Ohel moed,” – tent of meeting, in contrast to the Temple, which is designated the 
Beit HaMikdash – House of Holiness.  Similarly, one of the critical characteristics of a sukkah is 
that it must be a temporary structure; if it is too permanent, it is invalid for the mitzvah.44  In 
addition, the seven day Sukkot holiday followed by Shemini Atzeret is reminiscent of the 
inauguration ceremony for the Mishkan,45 which lasted for seven days, followed by the final Yom 
HaShmini.46  Thus, in addition to symbolizing the booths in which God housed Bnei Yisrael in the 
desert as the peskuim explicitly tell us, it seems clear that our sukkot also represent the Mishkan. 
 

To fully appreciate the implications of us symbolically constructing the Mishkan every year 
immediately after Yom Kippur, we must analyze the significance of the building of the Mishkan 
that eventful year in the desert.  There could not have been a more powerful expression of God’s 
genuine forgiveness of Klal Yisrael than the Mishkan.  This is because the Mishkan is precisely 
what hung in the balance during those fearful days when Moshe pleaded with Hashem to forgive 
Bnei Yisrael for Chet HaEgel; if God had not fully forgiven them, there would have been no 
Mishkan.  This is for two reasons.  First, as the Ramban convincingly elucidates on Shemot 25:1, 
the grand purpose of the Mishkan was to serve as a permanent Matan Torah so that 
experiencing closeness with the Divine would not be a one-time event frozen in history but that 
the Shechina should dwell as a constant presence at the center of Am Yisrael’s camp.  Thus, once 
the brit of Matan Torah was severed by the shattering of the Luchot, there obviously could not 
and would not be a structure meant to perpetuate this now obsolete event.  Second, the reason 
the Mishkan would have been able to serve as a true “mini-Har Sinai” is that its entire purpose 
was " ועשו לי מקדש ושכנתי בתוכם" – Make for me a sanctuary and I will dwell among them.47  
However, even though Moshe convinced Hashem not to utterly destroy Bnei Yisrael in the wake 
of Chet HaEgel, the relationship between God and the Jewish people was severely damaged.  
Rabbi Menachem Leibtag48 points out that prior to Chet HaEgel, when God describes the 
malach who would lead Bnei Yisrael into Eretz Yisrael, He says, “כי לא ישא לפשעכם כי שמי בקרבו” 
– He will not forgive your sins for My name is in him.49  In stark contrast, when he describes the 
malach after the Sin, He says, “כי לא אעלה בקרבך כי עם קשה ערף אתה פן אכלך בדרך” - For I will not 
go up amongst you because you are a stiff-necked people, lest I destroy you on the way.50  This new 
distance that God is now imposing between Himself and the people is not meant simply to 
punish them; rather it is the logical and necessary consequence of Bnei Yisrael’s behavior.  If 
God dwells in their midst, their sins necessitate immediate and harsh retribution.  Therefore if 
                                                 
44 See Gemara Sukkah 2a. 
45 Described in VaYikra 8-9. 
46 This parallel even has practical halachic ramifications.  The Gemara Sukkah 43a derives that the mitzvah of eating 
in a sukkah applies at night as well as during the day based on a gezeirah shavah with the Shevah Yemei Miluim, 
rejecting a competing comparison with the mitzvah of lulav, which applies only during the day.  
47 Shemot 25:8. 
48 www.tanach.org/shmot/kitisa.doc 
49 Shemot 23:21. 
50 Shemot 33:3. 
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God is to avoid destroying them, He has no choice but to move out.  And in fact, this is precisely 
what He does; He instructs Moshe to move the Ohel Moed "מחוץ למחנה הרחק מן המחנה"  - 
outside the camp far from the camp.51  If God cannot dwell among us, if He cannot and will not 
fulfill “ושכנתי בתוכם,” then by definition there can be no Mishkan.  
 

However, Moshe refuses to accept this state of affairs, and he boldly challenges God to change His 
mind.  As we discussed earlier, he essentially demands some type of personal one-on-one 
experience of Divine revelation, and God surprisingly accedes to this request by passing before 
Moshe and proclaiming to him the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy.  This was more than God simply 
revealing to Moshe His character traits; this was God changing His character traits.  As Rabbi 
Leibtag has convincingly developed,52 the yud gimmel midot are God’s vehicle for radically 
altering the rules of how He will interact with Bnei Yisrael.  Rabbi Leibtag points out that Hashem 
embedded a number of His traits within the Ten Commandments that He revealed on Har Sinai.  
They include “קל קנא” - a zealous God,53 “פוקד עון אבות על בנים” – remembering the sin of parents 
upon their children,54 and “ 'כי לא ינקה ה ” - for God will not forgive (he who says His Name in vain).55  
These harsh characteristics stand in stark contrast to the way that God describes Himself in the 
yud gimmel middot harachamim: “ ם וחנוןקל רחו ” – a merciful and gracious God, “ נושא עון ופשע
   and acquits.56 – ”ונקה“ forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin, and - ”וחטאה
 

Since the yud gimmel middot change the rules of God’s interaction with Am Yisrael and 
introduce mercy into the equation, they make it possible for God to move back in with Klal 
Yisrael without having to destroy them every time they sin.  Thus, the yud gimmel middot, the 
content of the revelation that accompanied the giving of the second luchot on Yom Kippur, are 
precisely what enables “v’shachanti betocham” to be fulfilled, Matan Torah to be perpetuated, 
and the Mishkan to be built!  And in fact, immediately after this revelation to Moshe, the next 
thing described in the pesukim is the command to carry out the construction of the Mishkan.57 
 

This might explain why even after delineating in exhaustive detail all the instructions for building 
the Mishkan in Parshiot Terumah and Tetzaveh,58 the Torah repeats every detail of the actual 
construction in Parshiot VaYakhel and Pekudei.59  God could have simply summed it up in one 
short line – “And they built it exactly as God had commanded them.”  However, because Chet 
HaEgel took place in the interim between the command and the execution, the execution almost 
didn’t take place at all.  The details are spelled out again because each and every piece of the 

                                                 
51 Shemot 33:7. 
52 www.tanach.org/shmot/kitisa.doc 
53 Shemot 20:4 within the second commandment (not to have other gods)  
54 Also in Shemot 20:4 within the second commandment. R. Leibtag notes that almost the identical phrase is 
repeated in the context of the Yud Gimmel Middot HaRachamim, but he points out that the phrases’ contexts 
indicate that they are to be interpreted differently, as Rashi does. 
55 Shemot 20:7 within the third commandment. 
56 Shemot 34:6-7. R. Leibtag brings 3 additional examples of middot that change from pre to post Yud Gimmel 
Middot. 
57 Shemot 35. 
58 Shemot 25-31. 
59 Shemot 35-40. 
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Mishkan is a testament to God’s intimate relationship with us, and drives home the message that 
He has wholeheartedly forgiven us and is going to move in with us after all.   
 

Thus, nothing could be more fitting than going straight from Yom Kippur into the holiday of 
Sukkot.  The teshuvah we have done is concretized and channeled into our constructing a 
physical structure for the Almighty.  And the forgiveness that we have hopefully earned from 
God is given tangible expression by the Divine command to construct a dwelling in which God 
will reside together with us.  And it seems that God does in fact come to dwell in our sukkot and 
give it a unique kedushah.   
 
Just as the Heavenly name (i.e. sanctification) attaches itself upon a 
chagigah offering, so too the Heavenly name attaches itself upon a 
sukkah. 
Gemara Sukkah 9a 

כשם שחל שם שמים על החגיגה 
 כך חל שם שמים על הסכה

  .סוכה ט

 
In fact, the Gemara there derives a practical halachah from the kedushah that inheres in the 
sukkah – it is prohibited to use the sukkah60 for personal benefit throughout the chag.61  
Similarly, the Mishnah Berurah writes, “Since the holiness of a sukkah is very great, one should 
minimize mundane talk in it, and instead speak in it only holiness and Torah.”62  Also, and 
perhaps most notably, the minimum height of a sukkah, ten tefachim, is based on the height of 
the aron, the focal point of the Mishkan.63  Significantly, the Gemara explains that the reason the 
aron had to be ten tefachim high was to enable God to reveal Himself upon it64 since God does 
not descend within ten tefachim of the ground.65  The fact that the minimum height of our 
sukkot is also ten tefachim indicates that our sukkot, like the aron, are designed to be places for 
the shechinah to descend and interact with us.66   
 

Armed with this new appreciation of the significance of our sukkot, we can answer the questions 
we posed about Sukkot at the outset.  If the booths in the desert had been the totality of what we 
commemorate with our sukkot, then the holiday probably would have been five days (or even 
fewer) after Pesach, rather than five days after Yom Kippur.  However, the booths were probably 
not, in fact, the most significant element of Bnei Yisrael’s sojourn in the desert, and did not 
                                                 
60 There is a machloket whether the issur hana’ah applies only to the s’chach or also to the walls. 
61 This halachah is codified in the Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 638:1. 
62 Orach Chayim 439, se’if katan 2 – " ולפי שקדושת הסכה גדולה מאד ראוי למעט בה בדברי חול ולדבר בה כי אם קדושה
"ותורה  

63 Sukkah 4b-5a. 
64 As it says in Shemot 25:22, “ונועדתי לך שם ודברתי אתך מעל הכפורת מבין שני הכרובים אשר על ארון העדות” – There I 
will meet with you and I will speak with you from above the covering, from between the two keruvim which are 
upon the Ark of Testimony.  
65 The Gemara (Sukkah 5a) explains that this is because God gave the land to Man, as it says in Tehillim 115:16, 
“ והארץ נתן לבני אדם' מים שמים לההש ” – As for the heavens, the heavens are God’s, but the Earth He has given to 
Mankind.  
66 For an elaboration of some of these examples, as well as a few more, see Rav Moshe Taragin’s article, “House of 
Shekhina and Apocalyptic Shelter: Two Approaches to the Symbolism of Sukkah” at vbm-torah.org/sukkot/sk60-
mt.htm.  Interestingly, however, he posits that the central source of the sukkah’s kedushah is its identification with 
the ananei hakavod, though he notes its role as a “pseudo-mishkan” as well. 
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generate a holiday on their own merit alone.  Rather, our sukkot serve a dual function and 
simultaneously represent not only the booths but also the Mishkan.67  Thus, it makes perfect 
sense that they are worthy of being at the center of a holiday of their own, and that the ideal time 
to build them is right after receiving God’s forgiveness on Yom Kippur.  This atonement is 
concretized by God granting permission to carry out the construction of the Mishkan so that He 
can dwell in the midst of His people, as He does with us in our sukkot. 
 

What we have seen is that every one of the Biblical holidays, with the sole exception of Rosh 
Hashanah, 68 has its historic roots in the same one year.  Thus, through the cycle of our holidays 
each year, we relive the remarkable series of events that unfolded during one single seminal year 
in Klal Yisrael’s history.  The story of that year begins on the 15th of Nissan when God takes us 
out of Egypt (Pesach).  Then seven weeks later, on the sixth69 of Sivan, a monumental climax is 
reached when Hashem gives us the Torah on Mount Sinai (Shavuot).  However, our 
honeymoon is short-lived; on the 17th of Tammuz (Shivah Asar B’Tammuz), we are discovered 
worshipping a Golden Calf, leading to the shattering of the luchot and the fracturing of our 
covenant and relationship with God.  But then on the tenth of Tishrei (Yom Kippur), God 
grants us forgiveness and gives us the second luchot amidst an awe-inspiring divine revelation.  
This revelation consists of His Thirteen Attributes of Mercy, which enable Him to reestablish an 
intimate relationship with us and move back in with us in the Mishkan (Sukkot) so that the 
revelation of Matan Torah can be an ongoing experience in our lives.   
 

As we annually recreate the ups and downs of that extraordinary year, there will inevitably be low 
points in our own personal and national relationship with God, but the cycle of the chagim 
provides inspiration that forgiveness, a fresh start, and renewed intensity are always possible, and 
that the end will hopefully be an intimate relationship with God in which He is a permanent part 
of our lives. 
 
 
 
  
 

                                                 
67 The booths and the Mishkan actually express the same fundamental message – bringing God into daily life.   
68 Though Rosh HaShanah’s historical origin lies in the Creation of the World more than two thousand years before 
the Exodus, it too has been considerably affected by that crucial year.  Its significance as Yom HaDin has taken on 
additional magnitude as a result of its proximity to Yom Kippur, transforming it in many ways into a preparation for 
the ultimate teshuvah, reconciliation, and revelation that are soon to occur.       
69 Or seventh – it is a machloket between the Chachamim and R’ Yosi in Masechet Shabbat 86b-87a. 
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The Interface between Yom 
Kippur & Sukkot: Joy and Awe 
as Complementary Expressions 

of Avodat Hashem 
Rabbi Michael Rosensweig 

Rosh Yeshiva, RIETS 
 
The period of teshuvah (repentence) and yirah (Divine fear and awe) ushered in by Rosh 
Hashanah appears to culminate dramatically at the blowing of the shofar upon the conclusion of 
neilah.  Sukkot, which follows, seems to constitute a totally independent holiday, one whose 
orientation contrasts sharply with the yamim noraim.  While Yom Kippur accentuates the 
imitation of angels (reflected by the minhag to stand much of the day and to minimize sleep 
etc.), self-abnegation (inui) and other expressions of Divine awe, Sukkot projects the theme of 
simhah (joy) and focuses on the human dimension of Divine service including eating and 
sleeping in the sukkah.  The principle of תשבו כעין תדורו that regulates much of Sukah conduct 
attests to this emphasis.   
 

However, an analysis of the contrast between Yom Kippur and Sukkot reveals a compelling link 
between the two holidays, one which undoubtedly reflects a profound reciprocal relationship 
between them.  There seems to be an undeniable pattern of parallel albeit opposite expressions 
and anomalies that characterize the treatment of Yom Kippur and Sukkot, differentiating them 
from the other haggim.  This can be illustrated by examining the pesukim in parshat Emor which 
delineate all of the festivals.   
 

Both Yom Kippur and Sukkot are introduced by the exclusionary phrase of אך.   
 
On the 10th day of the 7th month, it shall be a day of atonement. 
Vayikra 23:27 

אך בעשור לחדש השביעי הזה יום 
  הכיפורים הוא

 כז:ויקרא כג
 

On the 15th day of the 7th month, when you are gathering the 
produce of the land, celebrate the Lord’s holiday 7 days. 
Vayikra 23:29 

אך בחמשה עשר יום לחדש השביעי 
 הארץ תחגו את באספכם את תבואת

  שבעת ימים' חג ה
 לט:ויקרא כג
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This usage binds the two holidays together and establishes each as sui generis vis a vis the rest of 
the holidays.  While Rashi and the Ramban minimize the specific significance of this expression 
by narrowing its application, the Ibn Ezra and Seforno perceive this introduction as being 
broadly symptomatic of the unique character of these two holidays. Yom Kippur and Sukkot are 
set apart from the rest of kedushat ha-zeman by this qualifying phrase.  
 

The term  קודשמקרא , ubiquitous in parshat Emor to signify the various haggim, is applied 
unusually only with respect to both Yom Kippur and Sukkot.  Generally, it signifies a generic 
notion of yom tov as manifest by the prohibition of issur melakhah to which it is linked.  
However, in the context of Yom Kippur (23:27), מקרא קודש is disconnected from issur 
melakhah, and, instead, is expressed by the singular features of ועניתם את נפשותיכם.  In the 
second, more expansive rendition of Sukkot, in Emor (23:39), the phrase מקרא קודש is omitted 
altogether!  The pattern reinforces the impression that neither Yom Kippur nor Sukkot are 
conventional or generic moadim.  The two holidays, then, are further linked by parallel 
expressions of their respective singular character.   
 

It is unusual for the Torah to explicate the reason for particular laws.  And yet, the Torah does 
elaborate the background of two of the moadim: Yom Kippur and Sukkot.  
 
No work shall be done on that day, for it is a day of 
atonement to atone for you before the Lord your God. 
Vayikra 23:28 

כל מלאכה לא תעשו בעצם היום הזה כי יום 
  .אלוקיכם' הכיפורים הוא לכפר עליכם לפני ה

 כח:ויקרא כג
 

So that the generations shall know that I placed Bnei 
Yisrael to dwell in booths, when I took them out of 
Egypt, I am the Lord your God. 
Vayikra 23:43 

רותיכם כי בסוכות הושבתי את בני למען ידעו דו
' ישראל בהוציאי אותם מארץ מצרים אני ה

  . אלוקיכם
 מג:ויקרא כג

 
Furthermore, both of these unique festivals are depicted in the Torah as periods in which kelal 
yisrael stands in the Divine presence (23:28,40).  Again, Yom Kippur and Sukkot are linked by 
their parallel anomalous treatment.  The fact that these parallels also acknowledge the contrast 
between and the juxtaposition of the two holidays- Yom Kippur as a day of atonement  and Sukkot 
as a day of joy - does not diminish the connection.  However, it does deepen the mystery: what 
does the Torah intend to convey by its parallel-opposite presentation of these two moadim? 
 

We may better illuminate the complex and intriguing relationship between Yom Kippur and 
Sukkot by examining the relationship of their underlying motifs: simhah and yirah.    
   

In Sefer Devarim, we find references to both avodah be-yirah, as well as avodah be-simhah u-betuv 
lev.   In Tehillim we encounter contrasting formulations, which is picked up on by the midrash: 
 
Serve God with fear, and rejoice with trembling. 
Tehillim 2:11 

  :ברעדה וגילו ביראה 'ה את עבדו
 יא:ב תהלים

 

Serve God with joy, and come before Him with gladness. 
Tehillim 100:2 

  :ברננה לפניו באו בשמחה 'ה את עבדו
  ב:ק תהלים
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If with happiness, how with fear? If with fear, how with 
happiness?  … [Rather] With joy – could it be meant 
without fear? It was taught: with fear. R. Acha said, serve 
God with fear in this world, to gain entry to the world to 
come with happiness. 
Midrash Tehillim 100:3 

ואם ביראה איך ; אם בשמחה איך ביראה
 ביראה שלא יכול בשמחה ...  ?בשמחה

' ה את עבדו אחא' ר אמר. ביראה ל"ת
 לעולם שתגיע כדי, הזה בעולם ביראה
   בשמחה הבא

 ג:מדרש תהלים ק

 
One perspective, articulated by the midrash, perceives the relationship as one of short-term 
method and long-term result.  Another view depicts yirah and simhah as competing but equally 
valid approaches to avodat Hashem.  However, there is a third integrative approach which may 
also highlight the relationship between Yom Kippur and Sukkot.  According to this thesis 
avodah be-yirah and be-simhah are two sides of a single coin, each necessary for a 
comprehensive and holistic avodat Hashem.  Each without the other would be deficient, 
possibly even destructive.  The integration of ahavat and yirat Hashem is rooted in the earliest 
paradigm in our history.  Avraham Avinu ( ...עתה ידעתי כי ירא אלוקים אתה; אברהם אוהבי ) already 
embodies each of these  qualities.  The Rambam (hil. Yesodei ha-Torah 2:1-2) integrates these 
themes as one.   
 

This complementary perspective of avodat Hashem me-ahavah and me-yirah is accentuated in 
the world of Hazal.  The gemara (Berakhot 30b) resolves the apparent discrepancy in Tehillim 
2:11 by articulating this principle: 
 
And rejoice with trembling – in the place of rejoicing there 
should be trembling. 
Berachot 30b 

 .דהבמקום גילה שם תהא רע-וגילו ברעדה
  :ברכות ל

 
Elsewhere, King David’s outlook is elaborated: 
 
King David said: My fear is from my joy, and my 
joy is from my fear, and my love is above all. 
Tanna Debei Eliyahu Rabbah 3 

ושמחתי מתוך . אמר דוד המלך יראתי מתוך שמחתי
 .ואהבתי על כולם. יראתי
  דבי אליהו רבה גתנא

 
The function of yirah is evident.  After all, yirah is the prerequisite for wisdom and Torah study.  
It provides the necessary humility and motivation that are a sine qua non for spiritual growth: 
'ראשית חכמה יראת ה  – the beginning of knowledge is fear of God.  It is unsurprising that the 
Torah emphatically projects the centrality of yirah. 
 
And now, Yisroel, what does the Lord your God ask of 
you, only to fear the Lord your God. 
Devarim 10:12 

אלוקיך שאל מעמך כי אם ' ועתה ישראל מה ה
   ....אלקיך' את הליראה 
  יב:דברים י

 
While the role of simhah is less obvious, it is equally crucial, even indispensable in religious 
observance and growth.  Aside from its prominence on yom tov, it is also a linchpin in nevuah.   
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The shechina cannot rest within sadness, but rather can 
only rest within the happiness of a mitzvah. 
Shabbat 30b 

אין שכינה שורה לא מתוך עצבות אלא מתוך 
  .דבר שמחה של מצוה

   :שבת ל
 
Talmud Torah, the apex and foundation of religious development (כנגד כולן), is particularly 
associated with a state of simhah based upon the pasuk- פקודי השם ישרים משמחי לב – the statutes 
of God are straight, and gladden the heart.   R. Avraham min ha-Har (Nedarim 48a) posits that 
the principle of מצות לאו ליהנות ניתנו (that mitzvah performance is not deemed a personally 
pleasurable act that would, for example, violate the prohibition of issurei hanaah) does not apply 
to Torah study which is inherently suffused with spiritual pleasure!  R. Aharon ha-Kohen of 
Lunel (Orhot Hayyim, hil. nesuin) identifies the first of the birkhot nesuin (berakhot celebrating 
marriage), שהכל ברא לכבודו , which focuses on the very purpose of creation with the concluding 
berakhah, אשר ברא ששון ושמחה, devoted to the creation of joy and happiness.  He explains that 
the attainment of spiritual joy- avodah by means of simhah- constitutes a significant spiritual 
achievement because genuine happiness builds a bridge to Hashem.  The Rambam concludes 
hilkhot lulav with a stirring peroration about the importance of avodah me-simhah: 
 
The happiness one should feel with the performance of a 
mitzvah and love of God that commanded us to perform 
service is a very great thing. Anyone that refrains from 
partaking in this happiness is liable to suffer for it, as it 
says “for you didn’t serve the Lord your God with 
happiness and good heart.” … And grandeur and honor is 
meant only to rejoice before God, as it says “King David 
danced vigorously before God.” 
Rambam Hilchot Lulav 8:15 

השמחה שישמח אדם בעשיית המצוה 
.  ובאהבת הקל שצוה בהן עבודה גדולה היא
וכל המונע עצמו משמחה זו ראוי להפרע 

' הממנו שנאמר תחת אשר לא עבדת את 
ואין הגדולה ...אלוקיך בשמחה ובטוב לבב
שנאמר והמלך ' והכבוד אלא לשמוח לפני ה
 .'דוד מפזז ומכרכר לפני ה

  טו:ם הלכות לולב ח"רמב

 
Normally, the demands of Yom Tov represent a balance between different values and moods.  
We generally adopt the balanced חצי לכם' חצי לה  approach of R. Yehoshua (Pesahim 68b).  
However, occasionally, the halakhah demands that we accentuate one of the extreme 
manifestations of avodat Hashem- like simhah or yirah- in order to address particular challenges 
and so that we might further cultivate and refine our dedication to each independent avodah 
value.  The parallel-contrast of Yom Kippur-Sukkot facilitates greater commitment to each of the 
values of yirah and simhah respectively.  Both Yom Kippur and Sukkot transcend and transform 
the routine and generic מקרא קודש, fostering a more intense expression of אלוקיכם' לפני ה .   
 

Yom Kippur, the embodiment of avodah me-yirah, overrules many yom tov norms, while 
Sukkot, suffused with added simhah, intensifies those standard manifestations.  The Rambam 
(hil.Hanukah 3:6; Perush ha-Mishneh R.H. 4:7) explains that hallel is omitted on Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur (Arakhin 10b) because of a mitigation of simhah in favor of yirah.  
According to the Rambam (end of hil. tefilah), one should recite tahanun on Yom Kippur!  On 
Sukkot, however, we encounter more than the standard obligation of hallel on yom tov.  In 



46 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • SUKKOT TO-GO • TISHREI 5770 

contrast with Pesah, every day of Sukkot generates a full hallel obligation.70  The Ramban (Sefer 
ha-Mitzvot, shoresh 1) considers the possibility that hallel on Sukkot may be a biblical 
obligation based on the formulation of אלוקיכם שבעת ימים'  לפני הושמחתם .  The gemara in 
Pesahim (117a) links hallel on Sukkot with the lulav obligation.  The Rambam (hil. Lulav 7:10) 
identifies hallel as the appropriate time for mitzvat and birkhat lulav.   
 

Indeed, while the Rambam (Hanukah 3:6) characterizes Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur as 
being deficient in simhah-  יתירהאין בהם שמחה , he depicts Sukkot as a festival of excessive simhah. 
 
Even though on all the moadot there is a mitzvah to 
rejoice, on Sukkot there was an added joy in the Beit 
Hamikdash, as it says “And you shall rejoice before 
the Lord your God seven days”. 
Rambam Hilchot Lulav 8:12 

אף על פי שכל המועדות מצוה לשמוח בהן בחג 
הסוכות היתה שם במקדש שמחה יתירה שנאמר 

  ..אלוקיכם שבעת ימים' פני הושמחתם ל
 יב:הלכות לולב ח

 
Yom Kippur projects the centrality of the inuyim and a posture of כולו לה'  – completely for God, 
while the laws of Sukkot calculate and make allowances for human comfort to such an extent 
that המצטער פטור מן הסוכ  – one who is uncomfortable is exempt from sitting in the sukkah.   
 

The parallel-contrast between Yom Kippur and Sukkot establishes not only the common need 
to rigorously emphasize each of the independent values of yirah and simhah, but also highlights 
their subtle yet crucial interplay.  Neither unbridled inui-yirah nor unfocused hallel-simhah 
constitute ideal expressions of avodat Hashem.  Without precise halakhic structure, these 
principles are easily abused and corrupted.  Like other moadim, Yom Kippur conflicts with and 
cancels aveilut (mourning).  Notwithstanding its inui-yirah focus, Yom Kippur’s life-affirming 
and optimistic underpinnings are inconsistent with extreme depression and categorical loss.  
According to many halakhic sources, there are numerous expressions of joy and opportunity on 
this most solemn of days.  The Sefer ha-Hinukh stresses this theme in his count of the mitzvot.  
Rabbenu Yonaton (Eruvin 40a) explains that simhah is the basis for birkat ha-zeman on Yom 
Kippur.  At the same time, simhat yom tov and even simhat Sukkot require proper perspective.  
The Rambam (hil. Yom tov, end of ch. 6) distinguishes between authentic simhat yom tov and 
gluttony or frivolity, cautioning the need to avoid a corruption of simhah.  At the conclusion of 
hilkhot Lulav, the Rambam reiterates that the primary participants in the joyous simhat beit ha-
shoevah celebration that reflects the “שמחה יתירה “ theme of Sukkot should be the scholars and 
religious leaders who were acutely sensitive to genuine spiritually-focused simhah.   
 

In light of these considerations, we may better appreciate the special link between these two 
unusual moadim.  Although and because they represent competing themes in avodat Hashem, 
the juxtaposition of Yom Kippur and Sukkot is exceedingly meaningful.  Yom Kippur is intended 
to anticipates and pave the way for Sukkot; Sukkot is partially defined by taking place in the 

                                                 
70 In Arakhin 10b this is attributed to the differences in the configuration of the korbonot.  The Neziv in his 
Haamek Davar on Emor, Pinhas and Reeh views this factor as representative of broader differences between the 
holidays, as did Rav Soloveitchik.  See, also, Talmud Yerushalmi Sukkah 5:1 where the factor of lulav in the mikdash 
is cited. 
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aftermath of Yom Kippur.  Is it a coincidence that the shortest time between any moadim 
separates the extreme manifestations of yirah and simhah?  
 

The Beit Yosef (O.H., 131) records that there is no tahanun between Yom Kippur and Sukkot.  
This is attributed to the fact that the beit ha-mikdash was established in this period.  However, 
the Arukh ha-Shulkhan (624:7) suggests that motzai Yom Kippur initiates a period of “ימי שמחה 
– days of joy”.  It is conceivable that this period bridging yirah and simhah was also particularly 
propitious time in which to initiate the mikdash, characterized by its own special blend and 
integration of yirah and simhah.   
 

The Rishonim speculated why Sukkot is not celebrated in the aftermath of yetziat mizrayim 
which it commemorates (כי בסוכות הושבתי את בני ישראל בהוציאי אותם מארץ מצרים)?  The 
Ramban (Emor) and the Tur (beg. Hilkhot Sukkah) posit that climate conditions during Nissan 
would have obscured the obligatory and spiritual character of the mitzvah of sukkah.  However, 
the Zeror ha-Mor and later, the Arukh ha-Shulhan, propose that the Torah intentionally delayed 
the holiday of Sukkot in order to integrate its celebration with that of Yom Kippur!   
 

According to the Zohar and many rishonim, we revisit the themes of Yom Kippur on the last day 
of Sukkot, Hoshanah Rabah.  This accounts for many of the special practices and tefilot on this 
day.  It further reinforces the notion that Sukkot and Yom Kippur, and by extension the 
respective themes of simhah and yirah that they embody, are intended to be mutually enhancing. 
 

We continue to say אורי וישעי' לדוד ה  until the end of Sukkot.  The simple yet powerful themes of 
ולבקר בהיכלו' זות בנועם הכל ימי חיי לח' שבתי בבית ה , as well as חזק ויאמץ לבך וקוה אל ה' קוה אל ה'  

stand at the core of both avodah me-ahavah and avodah me-yirah.  Indeed, they articulate the 
spiritual goal that unites and unifies these seemingly disparate methods. 
 

The Shulhan Arukh formulates the obligation to begin the building of the Sukkah on motzai Yom 
Kippur twice: once in the last halakhah in hilkhot Yom Kippur and again in the very first halakhah 
of hilkhot Sukkah, which immediately follows hilkhot Yom Kippur.  While the mefarshim labor to 
distinguish between these seemingly identical contiguous halakhot, it remains puzzling that this 
theme, even given its multiple nuances, was not encoded in a single location. In light of our analysis 
of the intricate, mutually enhancing relationship between Yom Kippur and Sukkot, however, we 
may now appreciate the precision of this classification.  The Shulhan Arukh subtly conveys two 
interrelated perspectives.  The building of the Sukkah, crystallizing the ambition of ושמחתם לפני ה , 
is a fitting climax to and transition from Yom Kippur’s avodah me-yirah, even as the afterglow of 
Yom Kippur’s yirah and the charge and promise of  תטהרו' לפני ה  constitutes the perfect framework 
to initiate a period of intense avodah be-simhah.     
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Two of Repentance 
Rabbi Moshe Chaim Sosevsky 

Rosh Yeshiva, Yeshivat Ohr Yerushalayim 
 
In the summer months we read a sequence of haftarot outlined by the Midrash Pesiktah that 
begin with שלש דפורענותא – Three of Calamity, covering the three Shabbatot between the 
seventeenth of Tamuz and the Ninth of Av. These are followed by שבעה דנחמתא – Seven of 
Consolation, and finally דתשובה' ב  – Two of Repentance, consisting of the haftorah of דרשו ה '
 read on Shabbat Shuva, the Shabbat ,שובה ישראל read on the Fast of Gedaliah, and ,בהמצאו
between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur that is identified by name with its haftorah.  
 

Tosafot (Megillah 31b) strangely suggest that should there be a Shabbat between Yom Kippur 
and Sukkot, then we read “dirshu” on Shabbat Shuva, and move the haftorah of “shuva” to the 
Shabbat between Yom Kippur and Sukkot. At first glance this realignment is incredulous, for 
what is left in the teshuva process after Yom Kippur? According to the Talmud’s tradition71, the 
totally righteous and totally wicked have already been judged on Rosh Hashana, while those 
somewhere between the two extremes have their judgment extended and finalized on Yom 
Kippur. With the repentance process ostensibly fully completed, what is left post-Yom Kippurim 
that would warrant reading a haftorah of repentance on the following Shabbat? Indeed we can 
well imagine the uproar were one’s local rabbi to announce that he is postponing his traditional 
Shabbat Shuva lecture to the Shabbat after Yom Kippur. 
 

In our early history two major sins bore us cataclysmic consequences; the חטא העגל, the sin of 
the Golden Calf, and the חטא המרגלים, the slanderous report of the spies scouting out the land of 
Israel. When did these transpire, and at which juncture were these sins expiated?  
 

The חטא העגל transpired on the seventeenth day of Tamuz, as indicated by the Mishna Taanit 
(4:6) which lists the breaking of the tablets (Moshe’s reaction to seeing the nation’s worship of 
the golden calf) as one of five calamitous events that occurred on that date. 
 

The spies delivered their disheartening evaluation concerning the plausibility of conquering the 
land of Israel on Tisha B’av. The people, upon hearing their slanderous report, cried bitterly that 
night (Bamidbar 13:33). The Midrash comments, “You cried unwarranted crying, I will 
therefore establish this night as a night of crying for all generations.” This night historically 
became a night of crying via the destruction of both Temples and a number of other calamitous 
events that occurred on the ninth of Av, as listed in the Mishna Taanit (ibid.)   
 

                                                 
71 Tractate Rosh Hashana 16b 



49 
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY • SUKKOT TO-GO • TISHREI 5770 

The חטא העגל was clearly expiated on Yom Kippur, for on that day Moshe was granted the 
second set of tablets which replaced the ones he had broken. When, however, was the sin of the 
spies forgiven?  
 

The ענני הכבוד (clouds of glory) left Klal Yisrael in the aftermath of the sin of the golden calf. Yet 
they did not return on Yom Kippur when Moshe descended from the mountain with the second 
set of luchot. According to the Gaon of Vilna, in his commentary to Shir Hashirim (1:4) the 
clouds of glory returned on the fifteenth day of Tishrei, the first day of Sukkot.  
 

We can therefore suggest, and will indeed seek to prove, that God returned the clouds of glory 
on Sukkot because it was on this holiday that the final forgiveness for our second major historical 
sin, the sin of the spies, was granted. 
 

The Torah commands that we dwell in a Sukkah because we were protected by a Sukkah 
covering when we sojourned in the desert. According to the prevailing opinion in the Talmud72 
the covering by which we were protected refers to the ענני הכבוד which paved our way in our 
Sinai desert wanderings.  
 

In both Parshat Shelach, where the Torah initially describes the spy debacle, and in Parshat 
Devarim, when Moshe recalls the travesty, prominent reference is made to the clouds of glory. 
In Shelach, where in the aftermath of the spies report, God seeks to annihilate the Jewish people, 
Moshe deflects God’s intention by arguing that once God had already exhibited his love and 
protection by providing clouds of glory, should He then set out to destroy them the message of 
the spies would be substantiated. The assumption of the nations would be that though He was 
capable of delivering them from a single mighty power, He was seemingly incapable of taking on 
the more numerous and mightier nations that inhabited the land of Israel.73 
 

When Moshe recalls the spy debacle at the very onset of Devarim he once again makes 
significant reference to the ענני הכבוד, this time in a somewhat different vein.  
 
With this thing you did not believe in the Lord your God, 
Who Goes before you on the way to scout for you a resting 
place, in fire at night to illuminate the way which you should 
go and in a cloud during the day. 
Devaim 1:32-33 

: אלהיכם 'הב מאמינם אינכם הזה ובדבר
 מקום לכם לתור בדרך לפניכם ההלך

 אשר בדרך לראתכם לילה באש חנתכםל
  :יומם ובענן בה תלכו
 לג-לב:א דברים

 
Here he expresses wonderment at how the nation could have lacked faith in God and question 
His capabilities once they had witnessed His “scouting out” their path in the desert via the 
clouds of fire and of glory. The existence of these clouds should have rendered the entire mission 
of the spies unnecessary.  
 

 
                                                 
72 See Rashi Sukkah 2a 
73 See Rashi Bamidbar 14:14 
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Sukkot and Slander 
The Vilna Gaon74 claims that the mitzvah of Sukkah serves to weaken the yetzer of slander ( לשון
 .based on the verse in Tehillim ,(הרע
 
Thou shalt hide them in the concealment of Your face against the 
plotting of man, Thou shalt hide them in a Sukkah from the strife of 
tongues. 
Tehillim 31:21 

 מרכסי פניך בסתר תסתירם
 מריב בסכה תצפנם איש

 :לשנות
  כא:לא תהלים

 
Furthermore, he also points out that each of the four letters of the word Sukkah (סוכה) is 
enunciated with a different component of one’s mouth, in the following order: the teeth, lips, 
palate and throat. None of its letters are enunciated through the tongue, the very symbol of 
slander.75  
 

By returning the ענני הכבוד on the first day of Sukkot it would seem evident that the expiation for 
the sin of the spies took place on the Sukkot holiday. Its central mitzvah, of dwelling in a Sukkah, 
recalls the clouds of glory that accompanied us in the desert, which ought to have provided the 
assurance of the Divine Protection that the spies brought into question with their slander.  
 

The Four Species and the Spies 
The second central mitzvah of Sukkot, the taking of the Four Species, similarly connects to the 
sin of the spies. One may detect this via a juxtaposition of the verses that relate to both the 
mitzvah and the spy narrative.  
 
And you shall take on the first day the fruit of goodly trees, 
branches of date palm trees, and boughs of thick trees, and 
willows of the brook, and you shall rejoice before the Lord your 
God seven days. 
Vayikra 23:40 

 עץ פרי הראשון ביום לכם ולקחתם
 וערבי עבת עץ וענף תמרים כפת הדר
 שבעת אלהיכם 'ה לפני ושמחתם נחל
  :ימים
 מ:כג ויקרא

  

And [see] what the land is, if it is fat or thin, if it has trees or 
not, and you shall strengthen and take from the fruit of the 
land; and those days were the days of the ripening of the grapes 
… and they came to the Valley of Eshkol … and they said “we 
have gone to the land to which you have sent us, and it is 
flowing with milk and honey76, and this is its fruit. 
Bamidbar 13:20-27 

 בה היש רזה אם הוא השמנה הארץ ומה
 מפרי ולקחתם והתחזקתם אין אם עץ

 ... ענבים בכורי ימי והימים הארץ
 לו ויספרו...  אשכל נחל עד ויבאו
 שלחתנו אשר הארץ אל באנו ויאמרו

  :פריה וזה הוא ודבש חלב זבת וגם
 כז-כ:יג במדבר

                                                 
74 Cited in Drashot Nachlat David, authored by a student of R. Chaim of Volozhin 
75 We recommend the reader concentrate on the enunciation of the word Sukkah and the Vilna Gaon’s intent will 
become obvious.  
76 The honey to which the Torah refers to is date honey and not bee honey. See Rashi who teaches that the spies’ 
affirmation that the land wondrously flows with honey was with evil intent, in order to lend credence to the slander 
that followed. 
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Clearly both central mitzvot of dwelling in a Sukkah and taking the Four Species hint at a 
reconciliation and expiation for the sin of the spies. 
 

The Joy of the Beit Hamikdash 
Sukkot is the only one of the three Festivals where the focal point of the joy that is generally 
mandated for all the festivals focuses specifically on the Beit Hamikdash. On a Torah level, the 
mitzvah of the Four Species was mandated for all seven days of the festival only in the area of the 
Beit Hamikdash. Elsewhere in Israel, and certainly outside of Israel, it is mandated only on the 
first day of Sukkot, while on subsequent days it is obligatory only by rabbinic decree. 
 

Furthermore, its greatest moments of joy were associated with the ניסוך המים, the water libation 
that supplemented the ניסוך היין, the wine libation of the other holidays. The joy that 
accompanied the drawing of the libation waters (שמחת בית השואבה) was unparalleled. 
 
Whoever did not witness the joy of the Simchat Beit 
Hashoevah failed to witness true joy in his lifetime. 
Sukkah 51a 

 אהר לא השואבה בית שמחת ראה שלא מי
  . מימיו שמחה
  .נא סוכה

 
The spy debacle caused the nation to “cry for naught” heading to the catastrophic consequences 
that most prominently included the destruction of both Temples on that “night of crying”.77 
Most appropriately, its expiation focused on the unparalleled joy in Sukkot’s unique Temple 
service. 
 

Finally, in the Kabbalistic literature, the last day of Sukkot, Hoshana Rabah (Shmini Atzeret 
being a separate Chag) is portrayed as a day of enormous solemnity, incorporating the “final seal 
of judgment”. The most prominent source in rabbinic literature as to the fearsome nature of this 
day appears in Ramban’s commentary from a verse at the end of the spy episode78. Once again 
Sukkot is found to be prominently connected with the sin of the spies.  
 

Fittingly, the holiday whose major motif is faith, as symbolically exhibited by living in the flimsy 
confines of the Sukkah for seven days serves as a perfect antidote to the lack of faith of that early 
generation, the generation of the spies. The spies’ rejection of the land of Israel is replaced by the 
great joy of being in the confines of a rebuilt Beit Hamikdash, the holiest site in Israel. 
 

In view of our above contention, we can fully appreciate why we read “Two of Repentance” with 
“Shuva” being ideally moved to the Shabbat before Sukkot, since there were two major sins for 
which we were in need of expiation, the sin of the golden calf, which was forgiven on Yom 
Kippur, and the sin of the spies, whose reconciliation took place on Sukkot. 

                                                 
77 Ta’anit 29a 
78 Bamidbar 14:9 
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  The Transformative 
Power of the Succah 

Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 
Rosh Beit Midrash, Zichron Dov Yeshiva University 

 Torah Mitzion Beit Midrash of Toronto 
 
We emerge from the Yom Kippur experience brimming with the euphoria of the fast's final 
moments and buoyed by our faithful declarations of אחד' אלקינו ה' שמע ישראל ה and הוא האלקים' ה . 
Despite the temporary absence of our beit hamikdash and its avodah, we follow in the footsteps of 
Moshe Rabbeinu and proclaim that Hashem has forgiven our sins, and we enter Succot with the 
joy of a nation that has reaffirmed its personal connection to the Creator of the Universe. 
 

Capitalizing on our rejuvenated connection to the Divine, we then enter the succah. Inside the 
embrace of those walls and beneath the shelter of that sacred s’chach, we enjoy Hashem's 
protective presence, we bond with Hashem, and we may even reach the wondrous heights of  רוח
 Divine inspiration.79 ,הקודש
 

Living in Hashem's protection 
The succah is more than a reminder of Hashem's one-time desert protection; it is a modern 
manifestation of that protection. 80 To use the Zohar's term, it is צילא דמהימנותא, the shade of a 
faithful God: 
 
“Any ezrach in Yisrael will dwell in succot.” Anyone 
who is of the sacred Jewish root and stem will dwell in 
succot, beneath the shade of Hashem. 
Zohar to Emor 103a 

כל האזרח בישראל ישבו בסכות כל מאן דאיהו 
משרשא וגזעא קדישא דישראל ישבו בסכות 

 צילא דמהימנותא תחות 
 .ר קגוזוהר אמ

 

                                                 
79 For a decidedly more depressing view of the Succah’s role, see Petichta d'Rav Kahana Nispachim 2: “Why do we 
prepare Succot after Yom Kippur? So that if the Jews became liable for exile [on Yom Kippur], God considers it as 
though they had been exiled to Bavel.” The Maharil (Hilchot Succah 2) viewed the succah’s exile as a matter of 
kapparah, saying, “God instructed us in Succah close to Yom Kippur because we need to wander from our homes, in 
a manner similar to exile, which atones for sin.” Rav Tzaddok haKohen of Lublin (Pri Tzaddik to Devarim, Chag 
Succot #8) did highlight a productive aspect to this exile experience: “The mitzvah of Succah is to leave permanent 
dwellings and shelter in all ways beneath His wings, on Hashem’s oversight. This itself is the clarification which 
comes through galut, to shelter in Hashem through all of the oppression and trouble, so that we will know that 
everything comes from Hashem’s direction.” 
80  Vayyikra 23:43 
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By this light, a Jew who is excluded from the succah is excluded from Hashem's shelter. This sad 
observation is reflected in the mishna’s description of a Jew who is rained out of the succah; the 
exclusion is not depicted as a technical exemption, but as an outright rejection: 
 
Compare it to a servant who dilutes a cup for his master, 
and then the master pours the decanter on his face. 
Sukkah 28b 

 כוס למזוג שבא לעבד דומה הדבר למה משל
פניו על קיתון לו ושפך לרבו

:סוכה כח
 
The sages did not make similar statements regarding a Jew whom circumstance exempts from 
other mitzvot. This mishnah trains us to understand that the succah is a unique opportunity to 
draw close to our King, and that a loss of this opportunity is tragic.  
 

Rav Tzaddok haKohen of Lublin saw the Succah's closeness to God as more than a product of 
Yom Kippur’s purification; he described it as the culmination of an extended journey toward 
intimacy with Hashem. Just as we spend three weeks during Tammuz and Av at a distance from 
Hashem, so we spend three weeks during Tishrei, from Rosh HaShanah through Shemini 
Atzeret, drawing closer to HaShem: 
 
It is known: Opposite the 22 days of bein hametzarim is the 
period from Rosh haShanah to Shemini Atzeret. 
Tzidkat haTzaddik 171 

 שבין ימים ושנים עשרים נגד וידוע
  .עצרת שמיני עד השנה מראש הם המצרים

  קעאצדקת הצדיק
 
Rav Tzaddok continued to say that Tisha b'Av, with its distance from Hashem, is parallel to 
Shemini Atzeret, the day of our greatest closeness to Hashem.81 Simchat Torah (as observed by 
Jews living in galut) is parallel to the tenth of Av, the day when the Beit haMikdash burned, a day 
which Rabbi Yochanan wished to mark in the way that we mark Tisha b'Av.82  
 

Taking this one step further, Rav Tzaddok saw Succot as the culmination of a growth process 
across three regalim: On Pesach and Shavuot we acquire Torah and awe of Hashem, and on 
Succot, like a person reaching full maturity, we reject worldly things and draw close to Hashem:83 
 
The minds of elder Torah scholars settle, and they come to 
a complete and true mentality that will last eternally. This 
is the time of his joy and the enjoyment he experiences with 
HaShem, and this is the order of the three patriarchs as 
well as the three holidays in their sequence. 
Tzidkat haTzaddik 202 

זקני תלמידי חכמים דעתן מתישבת ובא 
אז הוא , לדעת שלימה ואמיתית הקיימת לעד
וזהו ', זמן שמחתו ותענוגו שמתענג על ה

סדר של שלשה אבות וכן שלש רגלים 
  כסדרן
  הצדיק רבצדקת 

 
Finally, Rav Tzaddok saw in the succah a direct link to the Beit haMikdash and its ultimate 
Divine shelter of the Jewish nation. Rav Tzaddok84 based this idea on the talmud’s linking of 
                                                 
81 Midrash Tanchuma to Pinchas 16 highlights HaShem's special closeness to bnei yisrael on Shemini Atzeret 
82 Taanit 29a 
83 Rav Tzaddok also ties this into the public reading of Kohelet on Succot 
84  Tzidkat haTzaddik 176 
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three ראשון's - three expressions of 'first' which the Torah employs regarding the three regalim - 
with three events associated with our national entry into Israel: 
 
They learned in the yeshiva of R’ Yishmael: In the merit of 
the three ‘rishon’ [of the three regalim] we merited three 
‘rishon’ - Destroying the descendants of Esav, building the 
beit hamikdash and the name of Mashiach. 
Pesachim 5a 

' ראשון 'שלשה בשכר: ישמעאל' ר דבי תנא
, עשו של זרעו להכרית - ראשון לשלשה זכו

  ... משיח של ולשמו, המקדש בית לבנין
 .פסחים ה

 
In that set of three 'firsts,' Succot is connected to building the beit hamikdash, a connection which 
also emerges in our use of the term סוכת דוד, the “succah of Dovid,” for the beit hamikdash itself.85 
 

Bonding with HaShem in the chuppah 
Second, beyond Divine shelter, the succah bonds its residents with Hashem. The Baal haTurim 
linked the original succah to a marital chuppah: 
 
“You shall sit in the succah for seven days” - This is 
parallel to the seven clouds of glory.86 Also, the seven days 
when the Jews sit in the succah earn them seven chuppot: 
Cloud, smoke, light, fire, flame, glory of the Shechinah 
and the succah of the Leviathan. 
Baal haTurim to Vayyikra 23:42 

 ענני שבעת נגד – ימים שבעת תשבו בסכת
 יושבין שישראל הימים שבעת וכנגד, כבוד

, עשן, ענן: הן ואלו, חופות' לז זוכין בסוכות
  .לויתן וסוכת, שכינה כבוד, להבה, אש, נוגה

 מב:בעל הטורים ויקרא כג

 
These chuppot, the clouds of glory, the smoke of Har Sinai, the presence of Hashem in the 
mishkan, and the eschatological protection of the succah constructed from the hide of the 
Leviathan, are all shelters, but invoking the term 'chuppah' suggests an additional, marital bond. 
 

Both homiletically and legally, the chuppah is a place of יחוד, seclusion of the partners entering a 
marriage. Homiletically, it represents the private home they will construct. And legally, it is a 
structure into which two different individuals enter, and from which a single, united entity emerges. 
 

This is the role of the succah: We shelter in Hashem’s presence, but we also bond with Hashem 
inside that structure.  
 

Experiencing Divine Inspiration 
Rav Tzaddok haKohen and Rav Moshe Isserles (Rama) added one more level to our Succah 
experience: We shelter in Hashem’s presence, we bond with Hashem, but we are also brought to 
a higher level of spirituality. Our closeness to Hashem in the succah is transformative, elevating 
our spiritual sensitivity and granting us Divine inspiration. 
 

                                                 
85 Amos 9:11 
86  Six clouds surrounded the nation on all four sides, above and below, and the seventh was a guide before them. 
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Rav Tzaddok pointed to Rabbi Shimon's observation regarding a conversation between Rabban 
Gamliel and his servant Tavi in a succah: 
 
R’ Shimon said: From Rabban Gamliel’s simple speech 
 we learn two lessons… Why didn’t he say, “From [שיחתו]
Rabban Gamliel’s speech?” Inter alia he taught us a lesson like 
that of Rav Acha bar Ada, or perhaps Rav Acha bar Ada 
citing Rav Hemnuna citing Rav: How do we know that even 
the simple speech of talmidei chachamim requires study? It is 
written (Tehillim 1): ‘And his leaf [i.e. even something light] 
will not wear out.’ 
Succah 21b 

 רבן של משיחתו שמעון ר"א תניא
 ולימא... דברים שני למדנו גמליאל

 אגב מילתא” ?גמליאל רבן של מדבריו"
 רב דאמר הא כי, לן משמע קא אורחיה
 אחא רב אמר לה ואמרי, אדא בר אחא
 מנין, רב אמר המנונא רב אמר אדא בר

 צריכה חכמים תלמידי שיחת שאפילו
  '.יבול לא ועלהו 'שנאמר? לימוד

 :וכה כאס

 
Rav Tzaddok understood that Rabbi Shimon was not speaking of a sage's general 'simple 
speech,' as might take place on any day, in any venue. Rabbi Shimon's observation was specific to 
a sage's 'simple speech' in a succah: 
 
From this it appears that in the succah, because they 
are in the Divine shade, they merit this status, and there 
they label the sages’ words 'his leaf.' 
Tzidkat haTzaddik 118 

 בצילא שהם ידי על דבסוכה מזה ונראה
 לשיחת קראו ושם, כן להיות זוכים דמהימנותא

  'עלהו 'שלהם חולין
 קיחצדקת הצדיק 

 
Rama found this idea of spiritual elevation in the succah within the design of the succah itself. 
Rama identified this temporary structure as a modern incarnation of the cloud in which Moshe 
stood at Sinai, a distributed system of 'clouds' in which the Jewish people, as a whole, might 
experience a prophetic revelation reminiscent of that which Moshe experienced before he 
received the Torah: 
 
Those succot hint to the Jewish people regarding the 
material called 'the thickness of the cloud,' which was 
a succah for them in their departure from Egypt. 
Torat haOlah 3:62 

 החומר ענייני על לישראל מרמזין הסוכות אותן
  ממצרים בצאתם לסוכה והיה' הענן עב 'הנקרא

  סב:תורת העולה ג
 

 
Rama's direct reference is to the clouds which protected the Jews when they left Egypt, but his 
use of the term 'thickness of the cloud' is an invocation of Shmot 19:9. 
 
And God said to Moshe: Behold, I am coming to you 
in the thickness of the cloud. 

  אל משה הנה אנכי בא אליך בעב הענן' ויאמר ה
 

 
This is the prophetic space from which Hashem spoke to Moshe, the prophetic space from 
which Hashem’s revelation to Moshe originated, the prophetic space in which the Creator spoke 
directly to the created, פה אל פה. 
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Rama pointed out that the laws of the s’chach highlight this connection between the succah and 
that inspirational cloud: Our s’chach must not come from material which can receive טומאה, just 
as the cloud was טהור, and the heavens must be visible to a person sitting in the succah. 
 

Rama further pointed out that the laws of succah construction highlight the protective element 
of that inspirational cloud in which Moshe stood at Sinai: The s’chach must offer more shade 
than sun, indicating protection from the elements. When that protection halts it is no longer a 
succah, and so we leave the succah when the rain begins. 
 

Taking the link to Moshe's prophetic cloud a step further, the Rama saw hints to the potential 
disqualifications of a prophet in the potential disqualifications of s’chach: 
 
Hashem is only manifest upon one who is mighty, 
wealthy and wise. 
Nedarim 38a 

  וחכם ועשיר גבור על אלא שכינתו משרה ה"הקב אין
 .לח דף נדרים

 
As the Rama87 explained this list, a “wise person” is someone of complete understanding, a 
“mighty person” is someone of complete physical traits and character traits, and a “wealthy 
person” is someone of perfection in his conduct toward other people. 
 

• A wise person must develop his intellectual understanding, and guard himself against 
misapprehension of אמונה, of fundamental Jewish beliefs. Disqualified s’chach in the middle of 
the roof is like a philosophical misconception; the first three tefach of disqualified s’chach are 
like a misunderstanding in three fundamental elements of this world,88 but the fourth tefach is 
like a misunderstanding in אמונה, in fundamental Jewish belief, and it disqualifies the succah. 
 

• A mighty person must develop his body, and guard himself against physical flaws. The 
default space of one's body is four אמות, and so the disqualification of bad s’chach situated 
adjacent to the wall of a succah is four אמות. 
 

• A wealthy person must develop his social conduct, and guard himself against any arrogance. We 
require s’chach which grows from the earth, communicating a humble closeness to the ground. 

 

Rama saw this message of prophecy in the walls of the succah as well; if the heavenly s’chach 
represents the prophetic connection between human and Hashem, then the walls represent the 
surrounding population. 
 

The population in which a prophet lives impacts directly upon his ability to receive the Divine 
message: 
 
A voice emerged from the heavens and said, “There is a man 
among you who is suitable for the Shechinah to be manifest 
upon him, but his generation is not suitable for it.” 
Sotah 48b 

נתנה עליהן בת קול מן השמים ואמרה יש 
בכם אדם אחד שראוי שתשרה שכינה עליו 

  .אלא שאין דורו ראוי לכך
 :וטה מחס

                                                 
87 ibid 
88 See ibid for elaboration upon this concept 
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In order to merit prophecy, one must live in deserving surroundings, in a Jewish society which is 
worthy. The walls of the succah represent that worthy society. Therefore, schach without walls, a 
heavenly connection without a nation, is not a valid succah.89 
 

The Rama further explained that each of the walls of the succah, each of the elements of the 
nation, plays its own significant role in enabling the prophetic experience. A succah needs two 
adjacent walls with a small beginning of a third wall, or two opposing walls with a longer third 
wall attached. The two main walls represent the nation and Shevet Levi, or the kingdom of 
Yehudah and the kingdom of Yisrael, and the third wall represents גרים, those who convert to 
Judaism. When the Jewish nation resides in Israel, the first two walls are close together, and even 
a small third wall suffices. When we are in exile, the first two walls split apart, and then we require 
a longer third wall, as we are taught,90 “The Jewish people were exiled only so that converts 
would be added to them.” 
 

Rejoicing in our succah 
These supernal potentials of the succah experience – sheltering in the Divine shade, bonding 
with Hashem and experiencing Divine inspiration – should inspire us with true joy as we enter 
the succah. 
 

The Zohar emphasizes this point, writing regarding our welcome for the heavenly ushpizin: 
 
And one must rejoice each day with a shining countenance 
with these guests who dwell with him. And Rabbi Abba said: 
Initially it is written, 'You shall sit in succot seven days,' and 
then, 'they shall sit in succot.' In the beginning you shall sit and 
then they shall sit? Rather, first is for guests and then second 
for people of this world, as when Rav Hemnuna the Elder 
entered the succah: He rejoiced and stood at the entrance to 
the succah, outside, and said, 'Let us invite the guests!'  
Zohar to Emor 103b-104a 

נ למחדי בכל יומא ויומא באנפין "ובעי ב
. נהירין באושפיזין אלין דשריין עמיה

בסכות תשבו 'ואמר רבי אבא כתיב 
,' ישבו בסכות'ולבתר ' שבעת ימים
אלא ?' ישבו'ולבתר ' תשבו'בקדמיתא 

, תנייתא לבני עלמא, קדמאה לאושפיזי
כי הא דרב המנונא סבא כד הוה עייל 

פתחא דסוכה לסוכה הוה חדי וקאים על 
  '!נזמן לאושפיזין'מלגאו ואמר 

 . קד–: ר קגוזוהר אמ
 
The ushpizin represent that Divine presence in our world. As one would race to shelter in the 
Divine presence, as one would run to commune with God, as one would rejoice in Divine 
inspiration, so we run and race and rejoice at the opportunity to welcome the ushpizin into our 
succah, to capitalize on the euphoric declarations of the climax of Yom Kippur, and to elevate 
ourselves for the rest of the year.  

 

                                                 
89 One might add that we require תעשה ולא מן העשוי, that the walls/nation be in place before the סכך/heavenly 
focus, and that those walls must be strong and not sway. 
90 Pesachim 87b 
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