SUKKOS ¢ SIMCHA ¢ HUMILITY

Sukkos

Simcha, Humility, and the Four Minim

A reflection on the joy of Sukkos through the Rambam and Rashbam

The Rambam has a very interesting way of understanding the pasuk describing the mitzvah of the 0”3’ fY2IN:
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In his Sefer HaMitzvos, the Rambam describes the mitzvah in striking language:
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The Rambam does not simply say that we are commanded to take the lulav. He describes the mitzvah as “2110%
12 MNW1 2919” — to take the lulav and rejoice with it.

He then explains that the seven-day Torah obligation applies specifically in the Mikdash, whereas outside the
Mikdash the Torah obligation applies only on the first day. But the formulation itself is revealing: ...037 DNTP?
DNTAWI. Part of the mitzvah of taking the lulav and esrog involves an element of joy and simcha.

One can suggest that this idea is expressed in a number of different places. It may explain why the shaking of the
lulav takes place specifically in the context of Hallel. The lulav is not simply something we take and hold. Its
mitzvah is bound up with praise, thanksgiving, movement, and joy. The D”Y13¥] become an expression of the
simcha inherent in the mitzvah itself.

SUKKOS AS THE FESTIVAL OF SIMCHA

Obviously, the theme of joy is central to Sukkos more generally. The Torah says:
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Sukkos also contains the unique experience of the TARIWiT N”2 NTMNW, about which the Mishnah says:
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The Rambam himself emphasizes that Sukkos possesses a unique level of joy in the Mikdash:
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Sukkos, then, is not merely another Yom Tov on which there is a mitzvah of simcha. There is a 117°N° NNW, a
heightened joy, that is somehow distinctive to Sukkos.

But at the end of Hilchos Lulav, the Rambam seems to go further. He does not merely describe the obligation to
rejoice; he also seems to tell us how a person can actually attain this level of simcha.

And if one looks closely, he effectively says: through humility.
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HUMILITY AS THE PATH TO JOY

The Rambam writes:
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But immediately afterward, he identifies the obstacle to that joy:
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He then presents the opposite:
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The contrast is striking.

On the one hand stands the person who is 1NY7T 0?37, focused on his own dignity, honor, and status. On the other
stands the person who is 10Xy DWW, capable of lowering himself in the service of Hashem.

It is specifically the second person who can truly rejoice.
The Rambam illustrates this through Dovid HaMelech.
When the Aron was brought to Yerushalayim, the Navi describes:
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Dovid is the king, yet at this moment he does not emphasize his kingship. He is ’i1 2395 11 93292700 — dancing
exuberantly before Hashem.

The Malbim explains that Dovid deliberately put aside the external dignity of royalty:
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Dovid is expressing himself fundamentally not as the king, but as an 71 72Y.
When Michal criticizes him, Dovid responds:
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And it is precisely this pasuk that the Rambam quotes:
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The irony is powerful.
Dovid lowers himself, and the Rambam says that this itself is true greatness.

The person who is preoccupied with protecting his dignity loses the capacity for this joy. The person who is willing
to put himself aside can experience it.

In a sense, the Rambam seems to indicate that simcha is almost a natural feeling that a person is capable of
experiencing. The problem is that when a person becomes too focused on himself — on his ego, his dignity, and
how he appears to others — he prevents that natural feeling from coming to fruition.

Humility does not merely produce simcha. It removes the barrier that prevents simcha from emerging.

One can suggest that the joy that comes from humility also stems from recognizing that one’s purpose is directed
toward something higher than oneself. That recognition gives life its ultimate meaning. In relation to HaKadosh
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Baruch Hu, this is the ultimate expression of humility: recognizing that we were created for His service and that our
identity is ultimately subsumed within serving Him.

That is what Dovid HaMelech expresses. He is the king, but before HaKadosh Baruch Hu his deepest identity is as
an ’i1 72Y. And X117 through that humility, he is able to attain this tremendous joy.

THE SUKKAH AND THE FOUR MINIM

One can suggest that the experience of simcha represented by the 0”372 fY2IN comes about, ironically — or
perhaps precisely — through the context of the sukkah itself.

There is an obvious question regarding Sukkos: what is the relationship between its two central mitzvos? Why do
the sukkah and the 073’72 TY21N belong to the same Yom Tov?

The answer may lie in this very idea of simcha.
The Rashbam has a remarkable explanation of the purpose of sitting in the sukkah.
He begins with the fact that Sukkos occurs specifically at the time of the harvest:
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Precisely when a person has finished gathering his produce, when his home and storehouses are full, the Torah tells
him to leave that home and enter a temporary dwelling.

Why?
The Rashbam explains:
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The sukkah forces the Jew to remember a very different existence: forty years in the desert, “X?21 21w X722
mom.”
The Rashbam then explicitly identifies what the Torah is trying to prevent:
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The danger arises specifically when everything has gone well.

A person has completed his harvest. His house is full. He looks around at everything he has built and naturally
begins to view it as the product of his own efforts.

Therefore, at precisely that moment, the Torah commands him to leave his permanent home.
As the Rashbam concludes:
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The sukkah is therefore an antidote to 1227 O717.

It gives a person historical context. We remember the hardships and vulnerability of the desert, when we had no
permanent dwelling and no independent security, and how HaKadosh Baruch Hu cared for us there. That memory
then carries forward into times of prosperity and reminds us that even now, everything comes from HaKadosh
Baruch Hu.
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FROM THE SUKKAH TO THE LULAV

It is specifically within this context that the experience of the 0%3°7) TY21IN becomes meaningful.

The 073’72 NY2IN represent the produce of the land, the success of the harvest, and the bounty of the year. Sukkos
occurs at the time of F]’ON, when a person is surrounded by the visible fruits of his success.

That success must be translated into a sense of gratitude to HaKadosh Baruch Hu and a recognition of the purpose
for which that wealth has been given.

The sukkah gives that success its proper context.

A person first leaves his permanent home and remembers his vulnerability. He remembers that Klal Yisrael once
had no houses, no land, and no harvest. Everything depended visibly upon HaKadosh Baruch Hu.

Then he takes the products of his success themselves — the 073’72 1TY2IX — into his hands.

But now he holds them differently.

They are no longer simply symbols of human accomplishment. They become instruments of thanksgiving and joy
before Hashem:
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The very abundance that could have produced >7> OX1¥1 113 is transformed into a vehicle of simcha.
This brings us back to the Rambam at the end of Hilchos Lulav.
The Rambam tells us that the obstacle to genuine joy is:
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And the Rashbam tells us that the sukkah is designed:
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The parallel is striking.

The sukkah creates the humility that allows a person to experience the simcha of the 071’72 Y2IN properly. It
reminds him that the success of the year is not *7” DX1¥1 *T12, but something that comes from HaKadosh Baruch
Hu.

That humility itself is part of the joy. A person recognizes that his purpose is directed toward something higher than
himself, and that gives his life its ultimate meaning. In relation to HaKadosh Baruch Hu, this is the ultimate sense
of humility: recognizing that we were created for His service and that our identity is really subsumed within serving
Him.

That is what Dovid HaMelech expresses as well. He is the king, but before HaKadosh Baruch Hu his identity is as
an ’i1 72Y. And X117 through that humility, he is able to attain this tremendous joy.

The sukkah gives us that perspective, and the 073’72 TY27N then allow the success of the year to be translated into
joy and thanksgiving to HaKadosh Baruch Hu.

Perhaps this is also part of the connection between these two central mitzvos of Sukkos, and perhaps it gives
additional meaning to the minhag of some to take the 071’72 Y27 specifically in the sukkah. Both are centered
around the same idea: how a person attains the unique simcha of Sukkos.

First, through humility and the recognition that everything comes from HaKadosh Baruch Hu.
And then, by taking that very success and rejoicing with it before Him:
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