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Sukkot

No Permanent lllusions
Simon Wolf

The first Mishna in Masechet Sukka opens with
a dispute as to whether a Sukka whose S’chach
is above twenty Amot qualifies as a Sukka.’
Rabbi Yehuda believes that such a Sukka is
valid, whereas the Chachamim believe it is
invalid. In the Gemara, the Amora’im discuss
why the Chachamim disqualify such a Sukka.
Rabba suggests that the Torah requires that
one be cognizant that they are dwelling in a
Sukka (“nx Mmavin Nide2a ' DIMNYT WT jynY
D'I¥XN YIXN DDNIX 'XYina R 1a)? and that
consciousness is triggered by the S’chach
being visible.® Since one does not readily see
or pay attention to items that are above twenty
Amot, such a Sukka would fail to engender the
necessary awareness and therefore is invalid.
Rabbi Zeira proffers that the disqualification
stems from the fact that a Sukka, as its name
implies, must provide shade from its covering
(S’chach).* When the S’chach is above twenty
Amot, the shade afforded is no longer primarily
being provided by the roofing, but rather by the
walls.®

Lastly, Rava suggests that the dispute revolves
around a fundamental disagreement as to
whether a Sukka should be a permanent or
temporary residence.® The Torah enjoins one
to take up residence for seven days in a Sukka
(omr nyav 12wn nyea).” According to Rava,
“seven days” not only delineates the duration of
the Mitzva, but it also defines the nature of the
Sukka. A Sukka is characterized as a
temporary dwelling ("wax nrT). The
Chachamim suggest that a Sukka above twenty
Amot ordinarily is constructed with foundations
and walls of a more permanent nature to
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support its height and therefore fails to satisfy
the requirement that a Sukka be a temporary,
rather than permanent, residence. In reality, it
is possible to construct a temporary Sukka
whose S’chach is above twenty Amot, or a
permanent Sukka whose roofing is below
twenty Amot. Nevertheless, the Torah
establishes twenty Amot of height as the
threshold that determines whether a Sukka is
classified as a temporary or permanent
dwelling; either because any building with a roof
above that height, no matter how flimsy, is
considered permanent or since most people
would not construct a temporary residence with
such a roof height.2 Thus, it is sufficient that the
walls have the potential to be constructed in a
temporary fashion for the Sukka to be rendered
valid. The S’chach, which defines the Sukka,
must itself be of a temporary nature (it must
allow the rain to enter)® while the walls may be
made of any material or construction, provided
they do not raise the S’chach above twenty
Amot. According to Rava, Rabbi Yehuda, who
permits a Sukka higher than twenty Amot, must
perforce believe that a Sukka should be a
permanent residence (vag n1rT).'° For Rabbi
Yehuda, living in the Sukka is essentially no
different from living in one’s house, apart from
the roof,' whereas according to the
Chachamim, one is required to leave their
permanent home on Sukkot and dwell in a
temporary residence, while otherwise living in it
in the same fashion as they would have in their
home (NITn 'y 12wn).

This dispute between Rabbi Yehuda and the
Chachamim regarding whether a Sukka is a
permanent or temporary dwelling has
ramifications in other areas of Halacha as well.
The Mishna in Ma’asrot states that according to
Rabbi Yehuda, the bringing of harvested
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produce from the field into a Sukka during
Sukkot triggers an obligation to tithe the
produce because the Sukka is deemed a
house.'?  Similarly, with regard to an Eiruv
Chatzerot, if there was a Sukka in the courtyard
during Sukkot, according to Rabbi Yehuda, the
residents of the Sukka would have to participate
in the Eiruv in order to permit the members of
the courtyard to carry on Shabbat.”® In both
cases, Rabbi Yehuda’s belief that a Sukka is a
permanent dwelling, effectively a house (nt),
generates normative consequences that do not
apply according to the Chachamim, who view a
Sukka as a temporary residence rather than a
house.

The most intriguing application of their dispute
is raised by Rava in Masechet Yoma. In Sefer
Devarim, the Torah mandates that one affix a
Mezuza to the door frame of their house
1" Here too, only a
residence defined as a house, a permanent
dwelling, would require a Mezuza. Therefore,
Rava postulates that according to Rabbi
Yehuda a Sukka would require a Mezuza,
whereas the Chachamim, who believe that a
Sukka is a temporary dwelling, would not
require a Mezuza."™ One could view the dispute
as to whether a Sukka requires a Mezuza as
simply a technical derivative of their positions
with regard to the nature of a Sukka, but it is
also possible that the mutual exclusivity of these
two Mitzvot might shed light on a deeper
understanding of each Mitzva individually.

The Rambam’s code of law is known as the
Mishne Torah. As one might expect, in it, the
Rambam codifies all the relevant Torah and
Rabbinic laws topically. However, on occasion,
the Rambam goes beyond simply providing a
normative guide to add perspective and
understanding to a particular Mitzva. Given that
the Mishne Torah is fundamentally a book of
laws, the Rambam'’s inclusion of an explanation
of the purpose or meaning of a Mitzva is itself
noteworthy. For instance, in Hilchot Teshuva,
the Rambam writes, “Notwithstanding that the
blowing of the Shofar on Rosh HaShana is a
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Torah statute (21n3n n1n3), its blast is symbolic,
as if saying: ‘Awaken yourselves from your
sleep, and emerge from your slumber ( 1Ny
DONNTIAN X' DT DOMIYN DY),
examine your conduct, turn in repentance, and
remember your Creator! They that forget the
truth because of the vanities of the times,
who waste away all of their years with trivial
pursuits, vanity and idleness, which will
provide no benefit nor salvation ( n'nJiwa 178
7" 7202 DMV 72 DAY [ATD 7202 NRXD DX
'y N'n1 'rwir N7 X); care for your souls,
improve your ways and your tendencies, let
each one of you abandon his evil path and his
thought which is not pure!” Therefore, a person
should always think of himself throughout
the entire year ('72 inyy nx1'¢ DX ' ¥
A% mwn) as being evenly balanced between
innocence and guilt...”"®* Here, the Rambam
clearly presents the Shofar as a tool in the
process of Teshuva, a wake-up call to mend
one’s ways. The blowing of the Shofar is a
Torah obligation with defined technical
requirements, irrespective of one’s thoughts or
intentions; nevertheless, by including this
explication in Hilchot Teshuva, the Rambam
portrays the Shofar as carrying a significance
that extends far beyond the simple technical
performance of the Mitzva.

Interestingly, the Rambam offers a remarkably
similar reflection regarding the laws of Mezuza.
At the conclusion of the section dealing with
Mezuza, the Rambam opines, “A person should
pay careful heed to the precept of the Mezuza
for it is an obligation perpetually binding
upon all (Tmn 222 nain x'naY 219n). Whenever
one enters or leaves (a home with the Mezuza
on the doorpost), he will be confronted with the
declaration of the unity of God's name ( Tina
NIN N2 YiTEn 7Y ing own); and will remember
the love due to God, and he will be aroused
from his slumber and his foolish absorption
in temporal vanities and trivial pursuits
(T 7202 i) inawn i), He will realize
that nothing endures eternally save for the
knowledge of the Ruler (Rock) of the Universe.
This thought will immediately restore him to
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his right senses and he will walk in the paths
of righteousness ( 37in1 IAYT? ATIN X1D TN
nwm DTR)...""7 Here too, by codifying an
explanation as to the purpose of the Mezuza,
the Rambam makes clear that the Mitzva is not
merely the physical act of affixing a Mezuza to
the doorpost, but rather the constant awareness
and recollection that it is meant to engender.
What is even more striking is the remarkable
similarity between the Rambam’s description of
the purpose of the Mezuza and the Shofar. He
sees both as wake-up calls, intended to reorient
a person toward what is truly important in this
world, eschewing temporal worldly pleasures
and pursuits that can consume one’s life in favor
of Godliness and eternity.

Both the Mezuza and the Shofar come to
fight a common enemy, one in time and one
in place. A house is built to last many lifetimes,
often to outlive its owner. People pass through
its doorways with different ideas, dreams and
goals, while the house itself remains steadfast
and sound. It can create a false sense of
permanence and security for those who live
inside. People purchase and live in houses for
the sense of stability that they provide. That
durability and constancy comes at a price. A
person might start to think that they are no
longer vulnerable or in need of God’s grace
because they have reached a place of quietude
in which they feel unassailable. To fight this
apathy, the Torah tells one to affix the Mezuza
on the door frame, the strongest part of the
house, the place where a person enters and
exits in pursuit of their life’s goals and mission.
It contains the Parshiyot of Sh'ma (vp¥) and
V’Haya Im Sha’'mo’ah (vpy-ox ninl) which
underscore the fundamentals of our faith. The
Mezuza comes to shake one from the alluring
sense of certainty, security and invulnerability
that can arise from living within a structure of
permanence and to constantly remind one of
how precarious and ephemeral one’s life and
this world are. Eternity is found in being
connected to God and His will; the only
enduring anchor in the stormy seas of life is God
Himself. The Mitzva of Mezuza is a
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continuous wake-up call; it sets the
standard by which a person should measure
every pursuit as they enter and exit the
security of their home.

Similarly, the Shofar comes to shake one from
the mundane routines of life. The society in
which one lives dictates that which is important
to pursue and achieve. Many times, people
waste away their lives chasing the intoxicating
illusion of fulfillment promised by society. In the
daily grind of conforming to the mores of
society, they lose sight of the bigger picture,
what really matters and the goals worthwhile
pursuing in life. They usually wake up, if at all,
when they are faced with their own mortality and
their perceived sense of security and
smugness, provided by the lives they have built
to satisfy and meet external measures of
success, begins to crumble. The Shofar
serves as a clarion call to awaken and break
free of those tempting adopted goals and
causes before it is too late and to realize the
triviality of all those pursuits. Itis a reminder
to check one’s internal compass before
continuing on in life, to ensure that they remain
connected to the eternal God and that their
objectives are aligned with His will.

The Tur, in his introduction to the Mitzva of
Sukka, expounds upon the verse in the Torah
that commands one to sit in the Sukka ( nYea
nize1 '3 DIMYT WT jvny...0m! NYIY YN
YXn DDIX RNINA - TROWY AT mavin
n¥n).'”® He explains that the Torah connects
the Mitzva of Sukka to the Exodus in order that
one recognize and acknowledge that God
created everything in the world at His will, and
He alone has the power to do as He pleases in
the heavens and on the earth.'’ To reinforce
this recognition, God commanded us to live in
the Sukka for seven days, demonstrating that
just as He did as He pleased when He took Bnei
Yisrael out of Egypt and protected them from
the elements with His Clouds of Glory (v
T2ONn), so too He continues to exercise
complete control over the world and can do with
it as He wills. The Bach sees the Tur’s unusual
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decision to explicate the verse in a code of laws
and practices as an indication that the reason
for the Mitzva of Sukka must be integral to its
performance.?° Without the explanation for the
Mitzva being at the forefront of one’s
consciousness, one would not discharge their
obligation to dwell in the Sukka. He notes the
Tur does this every time the Torah utilizes the
word “in order that (jun%)” when describing the
reason for a Mitzva.

With this foundation, we can now fully
appreciate why the Chachamim exempt a
Sukka from a Mezuza. Leaving one’s house to
take up residence in a temporary dwelling is an
act of faith that exposes one to the elements
and trades the security of one’s home for the
vulnerability of the Sukka. Inherent in the
temporary nature of the Sukka is an insecurity
that compels one to acknowledge their
vulnerability and dependence on God. The
Sukka itself carries the message of the
Mezuza and therefore does not require a
Mezuza to counteract the dangers of a
permanent residence. On the other hand,
Rabbi Yehuda, who believes that the Sukka
should be a permanent dwelling, requires a
Mezuza to counteract the hazards that arise
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from taking up residence in a secure,
structurally sound building.

As noted above, the Tur, according to the Bach,
believes that the reason for the Mitzva of Sukka
is indispensable to the accomplishment of the
Mitzva. Therefore, as we exit our homes to
enter the Sukka, it must be with an acute
awareness of our vulnerability and our
dependence on God for everything. For the
duration of a week, we leave our houses
adorned with Mezuzot to inhabit a residence
that embodies the message of the Mezuza.
We cast ourselves into God’s arms and pray for
divine protection and salvation. This sentiment
is beautifully captured in L’'David Hashem Oiri
(mix Lz 17i77), where we beseech God to dwell
in His presence for “He will shelter me in His
Sukka on an evil day (ny4 Di'a 31502 [1i9y! 1),
grant me protection of His tent, raise me high
upon a rock...have mercy on me, answer me
(ay1 an1)...".2" As the Rambam so eloquently
concludes, “that nothing endures eternally save
for the knowledge of the Ruler (Rock) of the
Universe ( mYiy'1 0%iy7 miyva 12T |'KY yTI
DYiyn VX NYT XYX DY)
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