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Why We Celebrate Sukkot This Time of
the Year

What exactly is Sukkot doing at this time of the 
year? And, really, it's a question that can only be
asked about Sukkot. All the other festivals are 
linked to specific times in Jewish history. 
Pesach, for example, commemorates the 
Exodus from Egypt, which actually took place on
the 15th day of the month of Nissan. So we 
celebrate it every year on the 15th of Nissan. 
Shavuot, commemorating the giving of the 
Torah, took place on the 6th day of the Jewish 
month of Sivan. And so whenever the 6th day of 
Sivan rolls around - wherever we are in the 
world - we get ready to eat cheesecake and stay
up all night learning. Rosh Hashanah, the 
Jewish new year, falls on the first two days of 
the Jewish new year, for obvious reasons.

But the timing of Sukkot is less apparent. The 
Gemara explains that when we sit in our 

sukkahs on this festival, we are celebrating the 
miraculous "Clouds of Glory" that protected the 
Jewish people for 40 years in the desert, 
providing shelter from the elements and cover 
from our enemies as we travelled through the 
harsh, hostile terrain of the desert.

Clearly, then, Sukkot is not a commemoration of 
a single event, but of a state of Divine protection
that spanned a period of 40 years. So, why 
now?

Let's think about it… we've just had Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Sukkot comes a few
short days after Yom Kippur (you'll know just 
how short if you haven't built your sukkah before
Yom Kippur), after which there isn't another 
Jewish festival for six months. Seeing that 
Sukkot is just as pertinent at any other time of 
the year, why isn't the Jewish calendar spaced 
out more evenly? Why aren't we celebrating 
Sukkot three months from now, rather than in 
the thick of this intense concentration of 
festivals?

The key to answering this question lies in the 
integral connection between Rosh Hashanah 
and Yom Kippur on the one hand, and Sukkot 
on the other. To understand that connection, we 
need to delve into the nature of the four species 
that we take in hand on Sukkot. These four 
species are the etrog - the fruit of a citron tree; 
the lulav - a date palm branch; hadass - leafy 
boughs from a myrtle tree; and aravah - leafy 
branches from a willow tree. On each day of 
Sukkot, we bring these four species together, 
say a dedicated blessing and shake them in a 
specific way.

- 1 -



Our sages ask - what is the common 
denominator in the requirements of all four of 
these species? We know we bring them together
because they are so different - in taste, in smell 
and in structure; but what is the one requirement
that is common to them all?

Rabbeinu Bechaya, one of our great sages from 
the Middle Ages, explains the common 
denominator of these four species is that they 
are connected to water. He says they are fresh 
throughout the year and a very important 
requirement of them is that they be fresh for use 
during the mitzvah of Sukkot. The Gemara 
explains if your lulav is dried out, you cannot use
it, you cannot fulfil your mitzvah; and so too with 
your etrog, aravah and hadass.

Thus, a really important shared requirement for 
all four of these species is their freshness - their 
connection to a water source. That remaining 
life-giving liquid encapsulated within each of 
them is an integral part of the fulfilment of the 
mitzvah on Sukkot.

But why? What does this water represent? What
is this liquid, this juice within them, and what 
does it mean for us? Rabbeinu Bechaya 
explains that it represents life. When we bring 
these four species together, we celebrate and 
give thanks to Hashem for the fact that we are 
more alive than ever. And we are saying that we
are now ready to dedicate that life to Hashem in 
His infinite wisdom and kindness.

And now, dear friends - the connection to Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur becomes so clear. 
On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, we pray 
for many things. We pray for a good year, for a 
sweet year, and we pray for all of G-d's 

blessings. But, most fundamentally, we pray for 
life itself. The words of the machzor are filled 
with so many rich examples. We ask Hashem: 
"The King, who desires life" to "remember us for 
life" and "write us in the book of life".

Chayim, chayim, chayim. Life, life, life. Over and
over again - that is what we pray for. Because 
we never take its privilege for granted.

And so comes along Sukkot, immediately after 
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, and you know
what we give thanks to Hashem for? For the 
very fact that we're alive. For the fact that we 
have breath in our lungs and energy in our 
bodies - that is what we are thankful for. And 
that is why we bring together the four species, 
as fresh as can be, filled with as much moisture 
as possible, and we thank G-d for the life that 
He has given us. We take them and we say the 
blessing of shehechiyanu: "Thank you G-d, Who
has sustained us and kept us alive to reach this 
point."

Now, let's take this idea one step further. It's not 
only about gratitude for being alive. Yes, we are 
incredibly grateful, but Sukkot is a declaration of 
what we plan to do with this new life. We take 
the four species, we bow before G-d and we 
sing Hallel - recognising the infinite greatness 
and magnificence of G-d, dedicating our gift of 
life to Him. And how do we do that? Through the
Torah, which is the gateway to life.

The Torah is the Torah of life. It says in the 
Torah (Leviticus 18:4): "You shall keep my 
statutes and my laws that a person should do 
them and live by them." The Ramban explains 
that the Torah is the blueprint for how to live life 
in this world in our interactions with other 
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people. And what is the best possible way to do 
that? Through the values and the principles and 
the laws of the Torah, which guide us on how to 
be a mensch, to be kind to people, to interact in 
good conscience with people.

And friends, it goes even deeper and further 
than this. By dedicating our lives to Him - by 
taking opportunities to fulfil G-d's mitzvot - we 
unlock the gift of another life… life in the World 
to Come. As Rashi says on that verse "...and 
you shall live by them" - this refers to Olam 
Haba, the World to Come. The mitzvot that we 
do in this world enrich us with life in the World to
Come.

And here's the really fascinating thing. The 
Hebrew word for life is chayim, which is plural. 
We never speak about life, but lives. And I came
across an amazing explanation of this in a book 
by the brother of the Vilna Gaon, Rabbi 
Avraham Ben Shlomo Zalman. He explains that 
the word chayim is plural because it refers to 
two lives, life in this world and life in the World to
Come. Whenever we refer to life, we refer to 
both.

As Sukkot comes in, we give thanks to Hashem 
for life, not only in this world, but for the infinite 
life He has allowed us in the World to Come. 
And we give thanks and praise to Him for the 
Torah that He has given us - the gateway to life. 
Sukkot is known as the "festival of the time of 
our joy". We are filled with joy and gratitude for 
the gift of life and the Torah, which is its 
gateway.

I would like to add one last idea to this 
understanding of Sukkot, the four species and 
the gift of life both in this world and the next. The

Hebrew word for water, mayim, just like life, 
chayim, has no singular. We only refer to 
waters, never water. When we speak of water, 
we don't only speak of physical waters, but of 
Torah - the 'water' that connects us to our 
spiritual source.

This Sukkot, as we bring together the four 
species, let us recognise and celebrate the 
infinite gift of life we are reminded of when 
holding the lulav and etrog. Let us dedicate 
ourselves to Hashem and His Torah - the source
of all life and all blessing.

Ups and Downs

All relationships have their ups and downs. 
There are times when friends can feel very close
to each other and get along great, and other 
times when there are fights and conflicts. When 
these down times come, we have to make a 
choice: do we stay loyal and work things out, or 
just let the friendship fade away?

In this week's Torah portion, we learn about the 
history of 'ups and downs' in the relationship 
between God and the Jewish people. One thing 
we see is that no matter what, God always 
stayed loyal, and never gave up on us, even 
when we didn't act as we should. This can serve
as a model for our relationships with our friends 
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or relatives. If we don't give up when things get 
tough, but remain loyal and work it through, we'll
see that we come out of it with even a stronger 
bond than before.

In our story, a boy faces the loyalty choice.

"TRUE BLUE"

Steve 'Blu' Bluestone lived in the middle of 
his street. He wasn't homeless or anything, in 
fact he and his family had a very nice house. It 
just happened to be exactly the 20th house out 
of the 40 houses on Oakwood Lane. Living on 
that spot wasn't a big deal, except for the fact 
that all the kids on the street, as long as anyone 
could remember, would always split up into 
teams for the neighborhood pick-up basketball 
games according to which end of the street they 
lived on. Since Steve, who was one of the best 
players in the neighborhood, lived in the middle, 
he could pick whichever side he wanted.

Ever since the day he first moved to the 
neighborhood, Steve chose to play for the 
'Upstreeters,' the kids living on the first half of 
the street. They soon became good friends, and 
the guys were very happy to have such a star on
their team, even though the other team, the 
'Downstreeters,' were more than a bit jealous.

One day, Steve and Phil, the captain of the 
Upstreeters, got into a big fight in the middle of a
game about who was going to get to shoot the 
ball, and Steve got really angry. He said he quit 
and stormed off in a rage. Everyone figured the 
fight would blow over and Steve would get over 
it. But the next two days when Steve didn't show

up to play, it looked like he and the team were 
through.

The next afternoon Steve was at home, 
shooting some hoops in his driveway. "Hey, 
good shot!" called out a voice, startling the boy. 
He turned around, and was surprised to see 
Zack, the captain of the 'Downstreeters,' the 
other team, standing there wearing a wide grin. 
Before Steve could ask any questions, the kid 
made the reason for his visit very clear.

"I hear you quit the 'competition,' and I'm 
here to invite you to join our team as the starting
center, and you can shoot whenever you want."

Steve didn't know what to say. True, he was 
really down on Phil and his teammates, and had 
been staying home, but he hadn't actually 
thought about joining the other team.

"Just say the word and the position is yours,"
Zack said. "Better yet, just show up on our side 
of the court tomorrow at game time, and that will
say it all. Their loss will be our gain!" Zack 
waved good-bye as he turned to leave, laughing 
at his sudden good fortune.

At first Steve was shocked about the 
possibility of playing for the other team. But as 
he thought more about it, the idea didn't sound 
half bad. So what if he switched teams? After all,
he did live on the middle of the road!

The following afternoon, Steve strapped on 
his high-top sneakers and headed out to the 
playground. He felt excited about starting his 
first day as a 'Downstreeter.' When he got close 
to the basketball courts and saw his team - or 
make that his ex-team - the 'Upstreeters' lining 
up to play, Steve got a lump in his throat. They 
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were all guys he knew so well, good friends, 
especially Phil. It would really hurt them once 
they would see that he jumped teams. Could he 
just walk out on them without trying to work 
things out? But it was their fault - they shouldn't 
have treated him that way.

As he got closer, Zack, the other captain, 
was first to notice him and gave him a sly wink. 
He caught the attention of Steve's old team and 
called out triumphantly, "Hey guys! Look who's 
coming. You guys are in for a big surprise!"

But the big surprise was on Zack, as Steve 
walked right past him, and back to his old 
teammates who welcomed him with backslaps 
and high-fives.

Phil shook Steve's hand and the two friends 
apologized to each other, promising to try to 
compromise from now on. Zack stood on his 
side of the court with his mouth hanging open. 
Steve turned to him and said, "Sorry man, no 
deal. I thought about it and these guys are my 
team, through thick and thin. I can't just walk out 
on them. I'm loyal, and I'm back - to stay."

Ages 3-5

Q. How did Steve feel at first about changing 
teams?
A. He thought it was okay since he had gotten 
into a fight with his old teammates.

Q. How did he feel in the end?
A. He felt like he wanted to stay loyal to his 
friends, by staying on their team.

Ages 6-9

Q. What does it mean to be loyal?
A. Loyalty means that we take our friendships, 
and other thing we are committed to, seriously. 
That even if something happens to make the 
relationship difficult, or we get what seems like a
better offer, we don't just walk away, but are 
willing to stick with what we have and try to 
make things better.

Q. Is there ever a time when it's okay to end a 
friendship?
A. It can be that two people just can't manage to 
get along, or one person is really being harmful 
to the other. Then the right thing to do would be 
to let the friendship cool. But other than this, we 
shouldn't take our friendships lightly, and we 
should try to remain loyal if we can.

Q. What would you have done if you were 
Steve?

Ages 10 and Up

Q. What does it mean that God is loyal to us?
A. God loves each of us more than we can 
possibly imagine. His love to us is unconditional.
Whatever we do, He stays loyal to us and 
continues to guide us in the way that will bring 
us to our greatest good. Even if we may forget 
about Him, He never forgets about us.

Q. How can we be loyal to Him?
A. Part of it is to build our trust in Him. Although 
everything God does is good, sometimes that 
good can be hard for us to understand. At those 
times, we can show our loyalty by not pulling 
away, but accept and trust that one day we will 
see the good.
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In Broad Daylight

Another year, another cycle, and the Five Books
of Moses is drawing to a close. At the end of this
week's parsha, God tells Moses to climb the 
mountain where he will die, "B'etzem Hayom 
Ha'zeh" – at midday. (Deut. 32:48)

Rashi, the preeminent Torah commentator, 
notes three times that the phrase "B'etzem 
Hayom Ha'zeh" appears in the Torah:

[1] Noah spent 120 years building his ark. The 
Midrash says that God wanted Noah to use this 
time to engage people in discussion about how 
changing their lifestyle could avoid the coming 
catastrophe.

Alas, for 120 years, nobody listened, and they 
ignored Noah's predictions of doom ... until the 
rain began to fall. They had delayed, 
procrastinated, and refused to heed the warning 
signs.

And now with the rain falling, it was too late. 
That's when people woke up to the reality of 
what was about to happen. They panicked, and 
threatened to smash Noah's Ark to prevent him 
from entering.

At which point, God steps in and says: "I will 
bring Noah into the ark. Not by sneaking in 

under the cover of night. But in broad daylight – 
B'etzem Hayom Ha'zeh" (Genesis 7:13).

[2] A similar scene is repeated at the Exodus 
from Egypt. Despite a year of horrific plagues 
and endless pleading from Moses, Pharaoh still 
refuses to let the Jews go ... until the final 
plague, when a distraught and beaten Pharaoh 
runs through the streets at midnight, begging the
Jews to leave immediately (Exodus 12:31).

God's response? Pharaoh had his chance 
already. The Jews are instructed to stay indoors 
all night. They won't sneak away like thieves. 
Rather they will leave Egypt in broad daylight – 
"B'etzem Hayom Ha'zeh" (Exodus 12:41).

[3] The third instance enumerated by Rashi is in 
this week's parsha, where Moses is faced with 
imminent death. "We will not allow Moses to 
leave us!" the people cried. "We will stop him 
from ascending the mountain!"

Why do the Jews want to stop Moses' death? 
Because they can not bear to part with their 
beloved leader, who took them out of Egypt, split
the sea, brought water from a rock, and most 
importantly, taught them Torah.

Imagine that! For 40 years in the desert, the 
Jews did nothing but complain to Moses. Now all
of a sudden everyone changes their mind!

But the die was cast. Says God: "Moses will 
climb the mountain at midday, in broad daylight 
– so that all will see there is no stopping God's 
will."

Spiritual Accounting

These three events reflect an unfortunate 
pattern in human nature. We're reluctant to take 
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action until it's too late. We don't begin diet and 
exercise until after the heart attack. We don't 
consider marital counseling until a break-up is 
imminent. We don't try talking to our children 
until they've already drifted away...

We sweep the problem under the rug, hoping it 
will disappear by itself. But like a cancer on an x-
ray, the problem inevitably grows bigger and 
bigger... until it is too late.

So what is the remedy?

Jewish tradition speaks of the need to make a 
cheshbon – a spiritual accounting of profit and 
loss. Just as a business keeps balance sheets, 
so too you need a regular system to evaluate 
where you stand.

Think of the power such a system brings when 
applied to relationships, career, and spirituality! 
With close monitoring, you are likely to see 
potential difficulties brewing, and deal with them 
now before it becomes a major problem later.

Cheshbon not only safeguards us from 
mistakes, but also increases our productivity in 
areas where we already excel.

Here's four simple steps of cheshbon:

[1] Think about: "What do I want my life to look 
like 12 months from now?"

[2] Make a commitment to getting it done this 
year.

[3] Formulate a plan for how to achieve it.

[4] Ask the Almighty to help you do it.

One Step at a Time

But, you may argue, we all start with good 
intentions – yet never quite reach our goal. How 
is "cheshbon" different?

The key is to develop a series of realistic, short-
term goals, that can be monitored on a daily 
basis. Like mile-markers on the road, a short-
term goal is one stepping stone toward the long-
term goal.

A major impediment to growth is the feeling of 
being overwhelmed by the magnitude of the 
task. If a goal is too lofty and unattainable, we 
inevitably fall short and get discouraged.

But the Jewish approach is different. In Jacob's 
famous dream, God shows him a vision of a 
ladder reaching toward heaven. Growth, like 
climbing a ladder, must be one step at a time – 
in small, incremental goals.

To make the plan foolproof, make your initial 
goal something you know you can reach. 
Tasting success will bolster your confidence and
determination, and you can use this energy to 
strive for higher goals.

Figure out "step one" toward your long-term goal
– and that now becomes your interim short-term 
goal. After you achieve that, move on to "step 
two" of the long-term goal – which becomes the 
new interim short-term goal.

Remember, the longest journey begins with just 
one step. And since we can't predict the future 
variables, all we can do is keep moving ahead. 
One step at a time.

The fact that we may never reach the ultimate 
long-term goal should not be our primary 
concern. The long-term goal may be 
"perfection," and chances are that's not 
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attainable. But we can still try. Because that's all 
we're expected to do.

Monitoring the System

Another key element is to implement a system 
for monitoring progress.

Every night before going to bed, look back at 
that day's events, and evaluate where you 
profited or lost. Then make a plan so the next 
day will be more productive.

Ask yourself:

• What have I accomplished today? 
• Did I accomplish what I intended? 
• How am I going to improve tomorrow? 
• What are my strengths and weaknesses? 
• What's my profit? What's my loss? 
• How far have I advanced toward my long-

term goal? 
• What's holding me back from growing 

more? 

It takes discipline to ask these questions, day in 
and day out. The best method is to set aside 10 
minutes of "sacred time" where you will not be 
disturbed by the telephone, email or pagers. 
Find a room and lock the door. If necessary, put 
in some earplugs.

For 10 minutes a day, be alone with yourself, to 
think, ponder, evaluate and plan.

Day of Atonement

While Rashi cites three examples of "B'etzem 
Hayom Ha'zeh," the Torah uses an identical 
phrase in reference to Yom Kippur (Leviticus 
23:29).

What is the connection? On Yom Kippur, the 
judgment of each Jew is sealed for the coming 
year. Yet are we prepared, or have we 
procrastinated? Are we even interested to 
experience the cleansing power of atonement?

On Yom Kippur, God's will prevails and we are 
brought to our senses – whether we like it or not.

This helps explain an anomaly codified by 
Maimonides, whereby under certain 
circumstances, when someone is shirking his 
obligation, the court forces him to accede until 
he says, "Yes, I want to do this voluntarily."

Isn't that a contradiction – forcing him to do so 
voluntarily?!

Actually, everybody wants to do the right thing. 
We want to change. We want to grow. 
Sometimes we just have to be brought to that 
realization ... kicking and screaming.

On Yom Kippur, God peels back the mask and 
we see ourselves in the barest form. No food. 
No shoes. Just a soul and its Creator. The stark 
reality of our lives... hanging in the balance... in 
broad daylight... "B'etzem Hayom Ha'zeh."

Sounds scary? It needn't be. The solution is 
simple. Make a cheshbon. Figure out where's 
your profit, and where's your loss. Then make a 
plan for the coming year.

With the Almighty's help, we will succeed.
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Ideals and Reality - Two Strands of 
One Thread

As we near the closing section of the Torah, 
Parashat Ha’azinu begins, ‘Give ear, O 
heavens, and I will speak; and may the earth 
hear the words of my mouth’ (Deut. 32:1). 
According to Rashi, when issuing warnings to 
Israel, Moses needs two witnesses, just like for 
any other warning in Jewish Law, and he 
appoints the heavens and the earth, as they will 
continue to bear testimony forever. Using a 
similar phrase, Isaiah, one of the later prophets, 
calls on the same two witnesses when exhorting
the Jewish people, ‘Hear, O heavens, and give 
ear, O earth…’ (Isaiah 1:2).

Midrash Tanchuma picks up on a subtle 
difference between these two almost identical 
verses: Moses uses the term ‘Give ear 
[ha’azinu],’ listen, when addressing the heavens,
and ‘Hear [tishma],’ when addressing the earth. 
Isaiah reverses the verbs, saying ‘Hear’ to the 
heavens, and ‘Give ear’ to the earth (Tanchuma,
Ha’azinu 32:2).

Rabbi Akiva explains that Moses is comfortable 
dwelling in the heavens. He ascends twice to 
receive Torah directly from God. The Torah 
refers to him as one who saw God’s face. He 
lives at the time when the Jewish people are at 
their highest state of spirituality, the giving of the

Torah. Isaiah, by contrast, lives during an epoch 
of rebellion. His main experiences are those 
acquired from the physical world, in which he 
toils day and night.

This midrash teaches that ha’azinu is a term of 
closeness and familiarity, as listening is an 
active way of receiving someone else’s words. 
Tishma (hear) is more distant, a more passive 
act. Moses has a closer connection to the 
heavens, and Isaiah has a closer connection to 
the earth. When living a life of Torah, one must 
strive for a balance between these two spheres. 
Both Moses and Isaiah exemplify this, 
addressing both entities despite each being 
more familiar with one of them.

Perhaps the greatest Talmudic paradigm for this
tug between the ideal and the more blurred 
reality is the ongoing debate between the House
of Shammai and the House of Hillel.

When greeting a bride, the House of Shammai 
will directly let her know if she has presented 
herself well. The House of Shammai upholds 
truth as an absolute value, regardless of the 
impact it has on a person’s feelings, and this 
represents a life of unqualified ideals. The 
House of Hillel employs a softer, more real-world
approach. Hillel teaches ways that the truth can 
be shaded in order to minimise embarrassment 
(BT, Tractate Ketubbot 17b).

When a man approaches the House of 
Shammai and asks to be taught the entire Torah
while standing on one leg, the House of 
Shammai is appalled by the question, for to 
learn even a part of the Torah takes years of 
hard work. The House of Hillel, however, 
recognises the opportunity at hand. Not 
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everyone has the valour to devote extensive 
periods of time to study Torah. All people, 
however, deserve to learn whatever Torah they 
have time for. The House of Hillel seizes the 
moment and teaches that individual one of the 
fundamental tenets of the Torah – do not do 
unto others as you would not want done to 
yourself, the rest is commentary, go and learn 
(BT, Tractate Shabbat 31a).

The Mishna in Tractate Avot teaches that one 
should ‘Raise many disciples’ in the realm of 
Torah (Mishna, Tractate Avot 1:1). The House of
Shammai believes that due to the greatness of 
the Torah, disciples should be worthy, and thus 
only people of great integrity, humility and 
wisdom are included in this statement. The 
House of Hillel, however, acknowledges that 
reality is not always black and white (Avot 
DeRabbi Natan 2:9). Hillel’s view is that Torah 
should be accessible to every Jew.

Though a contemporary person may be shocked
by the opinions of the House of Shammai, the 
Talmud nevertheless always includes this 
opinion when presenting debates of Jewish law 
and thought. The House of Shammai reminds us
of the ideal towards which we should strive and 
warns us to take caution against allowing 
standards to degenerate.

According to tradition, when the Messiah comes 
halachic rulings will be made according to the 
House of Shammai, because at that time the 
world will be on a higher level (Rabbi Elchanan 
Wasserman, Kovetz Shiurim, part 2, p. 112). 
Rabbi Maurice Lamm states, ‘It will not be a new
world, a qualitatively different world; rather, it will
be this world brought to perfection.’

Though each individual’s personality may have a
natural leaning towards either idealism or 
realism, we must each attempt to maintain 
equilibrium. Some act upon a ‘Shammai’ 
approach, ignoring the nuances of reality. 
However, in order to live in reality, some 
situations dictate concessions, departures from 
the ideal. Nevertheless, it is crucial to make sure
that yesterday’s concessions do not become 
tomorrow’s standards.

The aim is to strike a balance between ideals 
and reality and to live a full and fulfilling life in 
the real world, while at the same time always 
maintaining the focus on Torah and Godly 
pursuits.
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