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Lesson 26:
Sukkot
1. Outline

a. Booths
b. Four species
c. Ingathering
d. Pilgrimage
e. Dedication
f. Simchat Torah

2. Introduction
Sukkot is a much loved and much studied festival that comes to round up the fall
holiday season.  It “works” as a harvest festival in Europe and North America, and is
associated with messages of eco-harmony and colorful customs.  And it ends with
Simchat Torah, certainly a non-Israel-based celebration (and likely a Diaspora
innovation).  Thus, one can happily observe Sukkot without noticing any connection
to Israel.  And yet, there are a number of aspects of this festival that definitely express
our connection to the land of Israel.  This unit seeks to highlight these, without
necessarily reviewing the whole range of religious meanings, values, and observances
connected with the holiday.

3. Lesson goals
a. Seeing Sukkot as a window on the nature, climate, and agriculture of Israel
b. Seeing Sukkot as a memorial of the Temple and the pilgrimages – and hence as a
major vehicle for maintaining a link to Eretz Yisrael and Jerusalem – in memory and in
hope
c. Seeing Simchat Torah as a window on the development of the Israel-Diaspora
relationship

4. Expanded outline
a. Why sukkot?

The first mention of the term in the Bible occurs in Genesis 33:17; when Jacob
and Esau part after their reunion, Jacob journeys to a place called Sukkot –
which, we are told, got its name from the sukkot he built there.  The location is
east of the Jordan:
http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/022.htm

Later, the first mention of the festival occurs in Exodus 34:22, but there it is
simply referred to as the feast of ingathering.  The name Sukkot occurs in
Leviticus 23:33-36 and 23:39-43.  Here we are told to live in sukkot for the week,
because God “made the Israelite people live in sukkot when [He] brought them
out of the land of Egypt.”  This always provides some difficulty in explanation as
it is hard to imagine that we actually lived in sukkot in the desert.  On the other
hand, Beduins in Sinai do build structures out of palm fronds from oases there,
which may reflect the origin on this verse.
http://www.leidenuniv.nl/fsw/band/Sinai/Culture/NabqBedouinHuts/nabqbed
ouinhuts.html

http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/022.htm
http://www.leidenuniv.nl/fsw/band/Sinai/Culture/NabqBedouinHuts/nabqbed
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Meanwhile, if you drive around the Galilee today you will see shacks in the
Arabs’ fields, made of remnants of sheet metal and other building materials, for
workers to rest and eat during a long workday far from home:
http://www.trekearth.com/gallery/Middle_East/Israel/photo162570.htm
It seems that this practice of building field huts, especially during the harvest
season when the work is intense, may be the origin of Sukkot – and that the
passage in Leviticus is attaching a historical origin onto a well-established
custom.  If so, then the sukkah is simply a feature of the landscape of Eretz
Yisrael that we raised to a sacred symbol.

Interesting: one original meaning of the sukkah is tied to the agriculture in
settled Israel; the other, historical meaning, overlaid by the verse in Exodus,
refers to the experience in the desert, outside of Israel.  Which meaning speaks
to us today?

b. Lulav and Etrog (the four species)
For a clear, brief, and useful discussion of the connection of the four species to
the arrival and settlement of the Children of Israel in Eretz Yisrael, see:
http://www.jafi.org.il/education/festivls/tish/29.html

The instructions in Leviticus, besides the commandment to dwell in Sukkot
(and it is of interest to consider here the difference in climate between Israel,
where this is usually possible in September-October, and Europe/North
America, where it often is not possible), include “taking the fruit of hadar trees,
branches of palm trees, boughs of leafy trees, and willows of the brook” and
rejoicing with them.

i.  The etrog: apparently the first of the citrus family to be known in Israel,
having come from India/China via Persia.  See, for example:
http://www.innvista.com/health/foods/fruits/citron.htm or
http://33.1911encyclopedia.org/C/CI/CITRON.htm
The first chief rabbi of Palestine, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, saw the etrog
grown in Israel as an important symbol of our reconnection to the land:
http://www.geocities.com/m_yericho/ravkook/SUKKOT65.htm
On the other hand, it has often happened that etrogim from the Diaspora have
provided serious competition – e.g.,
http://www.haaretz.co.il/hasen/pages/ShArtAcademyEn.jhtml?itemNo=341418
&contrassID=9&subContrassID=1&sbSubContrassID=0
Does it matter?  Should we be sure to obtain etrogim only from Israel?  And if
so, is this out of a desire to support the Israeli economy, or to strengthen our
spiritual connection to Israel, by giving a definite Israel “spin” to a key symbol of
Sukkot.

ii.  Hadas (myrtle)
A common shrub around the Mediterranean and in warm climates around the
world, apparently was a symbol of cultivation – or beauty (Isaiah 41:19, 55:13).
See, for example,
http://bible-history.com/isbe/M/MYRTLE/ and
http://www.tradewindsfruit.com/myrtle.htm or

http://www.trekearth.com/gallery/Middle_East/Israel/photo162570.htm
http://www.jafi.org.il/education/festivls/tish/29.html
http://www.innvista.com/health/foods/fruits/citron.htm
http://33.1911encyclopedia.org/C/CI/CITRON.htm
http://www.geocities.com/m_yericho/ravkook/SUKKOT65.htm
http://www.haaretz.co.il/hasen/pages/ShArtAcademyEn.jhtml
http://bible-history.com/isbe/M/MYRTLE/
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http://www.plantoftheweek.org/week125.shtml

iii.  Lulav (palm)
One of the most distinctive features of the lowland parts of the Israeli landscape
(especially the Jordan valley from the Kinneret to the Dead Sea), the date palm
is a biblical symbol of beauty and strength (Psalm 92:13).  See:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4054&pge_prg_id=17073&pge_id=1698
And see the picture of the famous carved date palm in the Capernaum (Kfar
Nahum) ancient synagogue in this site about the seven species and the four
species:
http://www.tau.ac.il/lifesci/botany/judaism.htm

iv.  Willows
The text specifies “willows of the brook,” and indeed, it turns out that that is the
only place that willows can grow in Israel – near a stream, as they cannot
survive the dry season without a source of water.
http://web.odu.edu/webroot/instr/sci/plant.nsf/pages/willow

This interpretation places the four species in four different climatic regions of
Israel – so the Lulav/Etrog “covers” the whole country:
http://www.chagim.org.il/information1.html

Whether we buy this or not, it is clear that the four species represent trees that
were important parts of the landscape of Eretz Yisrael – they were not chosen
only for the various midrashic interpretations we tend to give them; e.g., about
different types of Jews all bound together, etc.

c. Hag He’asif (Feast of Ingathering)
In Deuteronomy 16:13 we read that we are to hold the Feast of Sukkot “after
the ingathering from your threshing floor and your vat.”  The grain harvest,
whose stages were celebrated at Pesach and Shavuot, is now over for the year.
The grape harvest has ended.  Not mentioned here, the markets are full of
pomegranates and dates, and the olive harvest takes place just at Sukkot.  In
other words, several important agricultural staples of the land are harvested
just at this season.

Today, the olive harvest is still a very distinctive feature of the culture of Judea,
Samaria and the Galilee, main olive growing regions.  See, for example:
http://www.gemsinisrael.com/e_article000008711.htm
And – some Galilee Diary entries on the seven species:
Barley:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4053&pge_prg_id=15515&pge_id=1698
Wheat:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4007&pge_prg_id=15515&pge_id=1698
Grapes:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4008&pge_prg_id=15515&pge_id=1698
Fig:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4009&pge_prg_id=17073&pge_id=1698

http://www.tradewindsfruit.com/myrtle.htm
http://www.plantoftheweek.org/week125.shtml
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
http://www.tau.ac.il/lifesci/botany/judaism.htm
http://web.odu.edu/webroot/instr/sci/plant.nsf/
http://www.chagim.org.il/information1.html
http://www.gemsinisrael.com/e_article000008711.htm
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
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Pomegranate:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4010&pge_prg_id=17073&pge_id=1698
Olive:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4011&pge_prg_id=17073&pge_id=1698
Dates:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4054&pge_prg_id=17073&pge_id=1698

d. Pilgrimage
i. Aside from the commanded practices of dwelling in sukkot and rejoicing

with the four species, the Torah specifies that sacrifices are to be offered as
part of the festival, and that each male is to come in person to bring his gift:
Leviticus 23:36 and Deuteronomy 16:16.  Sukkot, like Pesach and Shavuot, is
thus designated one of the regalim, or pilgrimages, when the people came
to bring their sacrifices and celebrate together in Jerusalem.  What was the
experience like?  The Mishnah gives a sense of the Sukkot experience at the
Second Temple. (see passages appended at end of unit) – quite a wild scene
of fire, music, dancing, juggling, etc.

Important for us here is to note that Sukkot in Jerusalem was unlike Sukkot
any place else: you had to be there.  The pilgrimage festivals – and especially
Sukkot, perceived as The festival - made a very strong statement: “kids –
don’t try this at home.”  There is a “center of the world;” there is only one
place where sacrifices may be offered.  There is only one place where you
can experience rejoicing unlike any other – and that place is Jerusalem, a real
place in the real geographical world.  Thus, since the destruction and the
exile, Sukkot, for all its color, is but a pale reflection of the Real Thing.

And so for us, Sukkot offers the opportunity to consider this world-view, and
to discuss the extent to which we accept a place-centered conception of
Judaism; perhaps the destruction and exile had a positive aspect, liberating
Judaism from this place-dependency.  Or is it the attachment to the memory
of - and hope for return to - this place that kept Judaism alive?

ii. It seems that the celebration of the Water-drawing may be related to the
placement of Sukkot at the beginning of the rainy season – and our
dependency on the rain for a good harvest.  Hence, the traditional liturgy
for Shemini Atzeret includes a special prayer for rain, recited only this once
all year.  The fact that it was recited by Jews in every corner of the Diaspora
demonstrates how the calendar created a sort of virtual connection
between Jews who had never seen Eretz Yisrael and the seasons and the
agriculture of the land.

iii. ...which brings us to consider the nature of the climate in Israel, and the fact
that the whole agricultural regime of the country depends on the amount
of rain that falls in the rainy season and is stored either by man (in cisterns
and reservoirs) or by nature (in lakes and subterranean aquifers) for use
during the dry season.  This is quite different from what we are used to in
the temperate climates where most of us live, and gives rise to a much

http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
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stronger sense of dependence whatever on force (God – or the gods)
causes the rain to fall.  See, for example:
Deuteronomy 11:10-17
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=3575&pge_prg_id=15517&pge_id=169
8  on rain-dependence and the liturgy
http://israelstorms.netfirms.com/  on rainy weather in Israel
http://www.lookstein.org/lessonplans/sukkot.pdf  a sample lesson plan
emphasizing the difference between Eretz Yisrael, where we are dependent
on rain, and other lands – like Egypt, where there are permanent water
sources.

e. Dedication
That Sukkot had greater significance than just one of the three pilgrimages can
be seen from the instruction in Deuteronomy 31:10-13, that on Sukkot of every
sabbatical year, the people are to be assembled at the place of God’s choosing
for a public proclamation of and rededication to the Torah.  Thus Sukkot seems
to have had a special role in linking land, Torah, and people.

Furthermore: the various passages from the Torah were instructions for
observance of Sukkot, given in the desert, for application once we had arrived
in Eretz Yisrael.  It took a couple of centuries for us to get organized to build the
Temple.  Solomon chose Sukkot as the time to hold a dedication feast of the
Temple when he completed building it: see I Kings 8; (note in vss 65-66, it
seems he added an additional week to the festivities).

And later, the account of the first Chanukah (rededication of the Temple) in the
Second Book of Maccabees brings out the significance of Sukkot as a feast of
dedication:

II Maccabees 10:5ff
And it came about that on the very same day on which the sanctuary had been
profaned by aliens, the purification of the sanctuary took place, that is on the
twenty-fifth day of the same month, which was Kislev.  And they celebrated it
for eight days with gladness, like Sukkot, and recalled how a little while before,
during the Sukkot festival they had been wandering in the mountains and
caverns like wild animals.  So carrying wands wreathed with leaves and
beautiful branches and palm leaves too they offered hymns of praise to Him
Who had brought to pass the purifying of His own place.

So it seems that Sukkot, more than the other festivals, was tied up with
affirming the sanctity of the Temple, and re-affirming our connection to it.
Interesting that a festival that celebrates portability, temporariness, the
vulnerability of the structures we build, is the same festival that affirms the
centrality in our spiritual life of a particular place and a particular building.

f. Simchat Torah

http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
http://israelstorms.netfirms.com/
http://www.lookstein.org/lessonplans/sukkot.pdf
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There is evidence that in Mishnaic times in Eretz Yisrael, the Torah was divided
into approximately 154 sections, so that it took three years to complete the
cycle of weekly readings.
See: http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=327&letter=T
The custom of reading the whole Torah in a year seems to have originated in
Babylonia.  Sometime in the middle ages, the custom developed of celebrating
the annual renewal of the reading on the second day of Shemini Atzeret (in the
Diaspora, of course).  Thus, our Simchat Torah holiday is Diaspora based in two
ways: it was based on a Babylonian Torah reading cycle, and it was observed on
a day that in Eretz Yisrael was not a holiday.  Today, in Israel, Simchat Torah is
observed on the day of Shemini Atzeret itself, although in many communities a
second, public celebration is held on the following evening (the same evening
as Simchat Torah in the Diaspora; since it is no longer yom tov, people may
drive, using instruments and amplification, etc., thus encouraging he secular
population to participate.

This is an interesting example of the power of the Diaspora communities to
determine practice even in Israel.

Meanwhile, in recent years, many Conservative congregations have adopted a
modified version of the ancient triennial Torah reading cycle, as a way of
shortening the weekly reading (presumably to make it easier to prepare and sit
through).  See http://learn.jtsa.edu/topics/diduknow/responsa/trichart.shtml

With the reestablishment of the state of Israel, perhaps a return to the ancient
triennial system makes sense?

5. Thoughts on practical applications in the classroom, materials
Our purpose is to help the teachers become “naturals” at including the Israel dimension
of Sukkot whenever they teach about it.  Thus, it would seem that a solid familiarity with
the basic texts – Torah and Mishnah – defining the holiday as celebrated in Israel should
be the “bottom line” of this unit, along with discussion of their own feelings regarding
the various themes and ideas linking Sukkot to Israel.

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp
http://learn.jtsa.edu/topics/diduknow/responsa/trichart.shtml
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Sources:

Mishnah Sukkot
4:1 The lulav and the willow branch – sometimes six and sometimes seven days; the Hallel and
the rejoicing – eight days; the Sukkah and the water libation – seven days; and the flute-
playing – sometimes five and sometimes six days.

4:9  The water libation: How so?  A golden flagon holding three log (a log is about 1.5 pints)
was filled from the pool of Shiloah.   When they arrived at the Water Gate they sounded a
prolonged blast.  [The priest] went up the ramp and turned to his left, where there were two
silver bowls.  R. Judah says, They were of plaster, but their surfaces were blackened because of
the wine.  And they each had a hole like a narrow spout, one wide and the other narrow, so
that both were emptied out together, the one to the west was for water and that to the east
for wine.  If one emptied out that for water into the one for wine or that for wine into the one
for water, it was valid.  R. Judah says, With one log they could carry out the libations all the
eight days.  To him who performed the libation they used to say, Raise thy hand! - for on one
occasion he poured it over his feet and all the people pelted him with their etrogim.

5:1  The flute-playing – sometimes five days and sometimes six days.  This was the flute
playing at the Water-drawing celebration which overrode neither a Sabbath nor a Holiday.
They said that anyone who had not witnessed the rejoicing at the Water-drawing celebration
had never seen rejoicing in his life.

5:2  At the close of the first Holy day of the festival of Sukkot they went down to the Court of
the Women where they had made an important re-arrangement.  And golden candlesticks
were there with four golden bowls at their tops and four ladders to each one, and four youths
from the young priests with pitchers of oil, holding 120 logs, in their hands, which they used to
pour into every bowl.

5:3  From the worn-out trousers and girdles of the priests they made wicks and with them set
alight; and there was not courtyard in Jerusalem that was not lit up with the light of the Water-
drawing celebration.

5:4
Pious men and men of good deeds used to dance before them with burning torches in their
hands and sang before them songs and praises.  And the Levites on harps, and on lyres, and
on cymbals, and with trumpets and with other instruments of music without number upon the
fifteen steps leading down from the court of the Israelites to the Women’s court,
corresponding to the fifteen songs of ascent in the Psalms (Ps. 120-134); upon them the
Levites used to stand with musical instruments and sing hymns.  And two priests stood at the
Upper Gate which led down from the Israelites’ court to the court of the Women with two
trumpets in their hands.  At cockcrow they sounded a prolonged blast, a quavering note, and a
prolonged blast…




