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Infroduction to Masechet Sukka

The holiday of Sukkot is replete with a wide variety of mitzvot. Some are stated
explicitly in the Torah, while others are considered halacha leMoshe miSinai. Rav
Steinzaltz zt"l explains that there are several themes associated with the holiday,
and the halachoft reflect this multifaceted nature. There are the general mitzvot
of a chag (which we will learn in Beitza), and the mitzvot of the Shalosh Regalim
(which we will learn in Chagiga). In addition, on Sukkot we have the mitzva of
sukka, the arba minim (four species), multiple korbanot that are exclusive to this
chag, and special ceremonies performed in the Mikdash.

Sukkot does not commemorate a specific historical event. It does not relate to a
stage of the agricultural year. But it is the conclusion of all the chagim of the
year. It closes the calendar year, and it encapsulates our history. While
remembering the past, we also look to the future and pray for success. All this is
captured in our observance of the chag. The sukka represents the 40 years of
nomadic existence, without stability or a country, but with the protection of the
ananei hakavod (clouds of glory). And then we arrived in Erefz Yisrael, whose
bounty we celebrate with the arba minim (four species) and pray for rain and
successful harvests in the year ahead.

Sukkot is also unique in that it has a universal, rather than national, character.
The thanks for material security and success, and the prayers for life-giving rain,
are not reserved for the benefit of the Jewish people. The Rabbis associate the
seventy bulls offered as korbanot during the holiday with the paradigmatic
seventy nations of the world (Sukkah 55b):



Rabbi Elazar said: These seventy bulls - to what do they correspond? They
correspond to the seventy. Why a single bull (brought on Shemini Atzeret)? It
corresponds to the singular nation (Israel). A parable about a king of flesh and
blood who said to his servants: Prepare me a great feast. On the last day, he
said to his beloved servant: Prepare me a small feast so that | can derive
pleasure from you alone. Rabbi Yohanan said: Woe unto the nations that lost
something and do not know what they lost. When the Temple is standing, the
altar atones for them. And now, who atones for them?

In a Messianic vision, Zecharyah (14:16) tells us:

All who survive of all those nations that came up against Jerusalem shall make
a pilgrimage year by year to bow low to the King LORD of Hosts and to
observe the Feast of Booths.

Sukkot will be celebrated by all because it represents all people.

Another distinctive feature of Sukkot is the emphasis on simcha (joy). In addition
to the “general” simcha of every holiday, Sukkot brings with it a special mitzva of
simcha, to the point that in the fefillot, we describe the day as zman
simchateinu (the time of our rejoicing).

We also pray for rain and blessing in the upcoming year. In the Mikdash, the
simchat beit hashoeva (the water libation ceremony), the surrounding of the
; mizbeach with willow branches, and
Jr=sas the waving of the willows on the last
day all represented this aspect. The
arba minim are all species which
require ample rain to grow, as well.

* It'sinteresting to note two major
themes which run through the

| masechet. Many of the discussions

“ revolve around the transmission of
halacha leMoshe miSinai and other traditions, especially with reference to the
definition of terminology used. What exactly is a sukkae What are its dimensions?
What materials can be used? And what about the arba minim2 What is the
precise definition of the species prescribed in Vayikra 23:412:
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On the first day you shall take the product of hadar trees, branches of palm
trees, boughs of leafy trees, and willows of the brook, and you shall rejoice
before the LORD your God seven days.
Since these are not specified in the Torah, we must rely on tfransmission from
previous generations. This is further complicated by the Mikdash ceremonies
which are not explicit in the Torah. And this also explains why when these
ceremonies were opposed by various sects, the Rabbis felt compelled to
magnify their performance.

The second theme is the difference between what happens in the Mikdash and
outside it (referred to as the “medinah”). Some of the holiday’s observances
are totally independent of the existence of the Mikdash, such as sukka. Others
are in effect exclusively in the Mikdash, such as the korbanot. And then there
are the mitzvot whose observance is different in the Mikdash and outside it.
When the Mikdash is destroyed, the Rabbis infroduced chances in the
performance of these mitzvot.

For more information about the celebration and observance of Sukkot in the
Mikdash: Sukkot - Temple Institute

A note about Shemini Atzeret:
Halachikally, this chag is separate and distinct from Sukkot. However, since it

follows immediately after Sukkot and is also called zman simchateinu (the
season of our rejoicing), aspects of its observance are discussed in this
masechet as well.

The structure of the Masechet:

Chapter Known as Content

pages

n210 The structure and dimensions of the sukka
2a-20b

npan non |y'n  Dwelling in the sukka
20b-29b

Ytan 2% The arba minim
29b -42b

NI M7 Relationship between mitzvot of Sukkot
(42b-50a) performed in the Mikdash and outside it; the
halachot leMoshe miSinai of the holiday
200 The celebration in the Mikdash; the mitzva of
(50a-56b) rejoicing; the special korbanot
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The mitzva to dwell in a sukka

Vayigra 23:42-43

2 DN NYIY 1IN NP You shall live in booths seven days; all citizens in
11292322 DRI NIIND  Israel shall live in booths, in order that future
NMdP>2 0PMTWT WD generations may know that | made the Israelite

PROYINI ONW AMONMWIN  feople live in booths when | brought them out

TOWBNIRNWR ONN ot e land of Egypt, | the LORD your God.
:0DON

The parameters. Seizing upon the word 1vn (you shall dwell), the Gemara
mandates YT Pys1avn (dwell —in the sukka - as you would reside —in your
house). According to the braita on 28b, any activity you would normally perform
in your home (such as eating and sleeping) must be done in the sukka during
this week. If one does not do so (by eating or sleeping outside the sukka, the act
is a Ny D) - failure to observe a positive mitzva. Of course, the acts of
“eating” and “sleeping” will need to be defined in the Gemara.

The exemptions: Residing in the sukka is a XN DY NYY MNN — a positive
time-bound obligation. As such, women are exempt.! If a person is ill or suffers
severe discomfort, he is also exempt (26a and 28a). A child *who no longer
needs his mother” is obligated in sukka. Interestingly, Shammai insisted on his
newborn grandson living in a sukka, by removing the plaster roof over the crib
and placing wooden beams instead.

The roof 7150: The Torah does not define how the sukka is to be built; the
details are therefore derived from pesukim or taught as Halacha leMoshe
miSinai.

Definition: A roof which provides shade and is built for that purpose. The
shade provided must be greater than the light which comes through the

1 This will lead to an extended discussion of this concept.
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gaps; this means that the solid part of the s’chach must have a greater
total area than the open areas.

Materials: The materials used must:

e grow from the ground
e be severed from the ground, and
e not be susceptible to tuma.

Size: The area covered must be at least seven by seven tefachim (21-28
inches in each dimension). A gap of less than 3 tefachim (9-12 inches), or
invalid materials of that size, in one direction can combine with the valid
part of the s’chach, and the sukka is fit for use. However, if the invalid
section is at least 3 fefachim in both directions, the roof is unacceptable,
because the size of the s’chach is now less than the minimum
requirement.

If there is an empty gap (3 fefachim wide) or a strip of unacceptable
material (4 tefachim wide) running across the sukka, the sukka is viewed
as being divided into two separate sukkot. Each *sub-sukka” must meet
the minimal requirements — size and number of walls - on its own.

DMIPY INT (a bent wall): The s'’chah must abut the wall of the sukka. If it
does not, or there is intervening invalid material, the sukka is invalid, unless
there are enough other walls.2 However, there is a leniency if the
interposition of invalid material is less than 4 amot (6-8 feet), which
considers that space as part of the adjacent wall. The wall is regarded as
bending inwards, and “eliminates” the separation.

The walls:  There must be at least three walls3. Two of these walls must be at
least 7 tefachim wide; the third is valid if it is at least one tefach (4-6 inches)
wide. The height of the walls must be between 10 tefachim (40-60 inches) and
20 amot (30-40 feet). We learned some of the concepts involved in the walls of
the sukka when we learned Eiruvin.

12> (Lavud: literally, “closed”): When 2 surfaces are less than 3
tefachim (12-18 inches) apart, they are regarded as connected.
Therefore, gaps of less than 3 tefachim are usually not an issue.

70 (Gua:; Literally, “extend”):  Although the walls must touch the ground
and the s’chach, the concept of gud sees walls that are ten tefachim (40-

2 See next section
3 The derivation of this is discussed on 6b.
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60 inches) high as extending to areas they don’t actually reach. This can
be:

e NNNNN PION TN: Extended upward (towards the s’chach)
o  NRNINNHN NPON T: Extended downward (towards the ground)

If the lower edge of the wall is more than three tefachim (12-18 inches)
above the ground, this concept cannot be applied, since small animals
could pass through. However, when the related principle of 79y N9pn 9
oMo, (the edge of the roof extends downward and seals off) is applied,
allowing the edge of the roof to form a wall, the three-tefach limit is not
considered.




The arba minim

The mitzva of “taking” the arba minim is found in Vayigra 23:40

YUNID D2 D2 ONNPYY  On the first day you shall take the product of
NN OINN N AT XY 212 hadar trees, branches of palm trees, boughs of

ORNRWI INAW MIYNY  |eafy trees, and willows of the brook, and you shall

nY2Y DTN ’ﬂt’;)ﬁ;’ rejoice before the LORD your God seven days.

The halacha (35a) defines these species as:

e TN \Y9:The etrog (citron)

e DNN N2:The lulav (palm frond)
e  NIAYNY 9Y: The hadas (myrtle)

e YNY27:The arava (willow)

All four species combine to form a collective mitzva.

Note that the verse states on the first day, yet we are accustomed to “take” the
arba minim on every day of the holiday except Shabbat. In the Mikdash, the
arba minim were “taken” every day of the full week of Sukkot, since the pasug
states *you shall rejoice before the LORD your God seven days.” Outside the
Mikdash, they were “taken” only on the first day. This means that the Torah
requirement for “taking” the arba minim is on the first day only, if not in the
Mikdash. After the destruction, Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai ordained that the
arba minim be “taken” all week, in commemoration of the Mikdash.




The conditions: Of course, since there are multiple species involved, there will
be specific conditions for validity and invalidity for each of the species, such as
size and color. There are also general conditions for validity, which are derived
from the pasuqg above:

e ORNPY (and you shall take): On 34b, we will learn that this is read as
on MNP, (you shall take completely), meaning that you need all four,
and that no single species can be damaged.

e D)7 (foryou): You must legally own the arba minim you "“take.”
Therefore, borrowed or stolen ones are invalid.

e 770 (beautiful):  On page 31a, this description of the efrog is extended
to all the species. This is the only case where a lack of beauty invalidates
a mitzva (as opposed to “merely” being a less-than-optimal way of
mitzva observance).

Nazir 2b:

Y TPYOY NN 3219 NN N2ID 1395 PPN NMI¥HI 1I9H NN NNNY PIN N} NINTD

DN PPV 1IN N NN 190 1397 21NN

As it is faught in a baraita: “This is my God and | will glorify Him [anvehu]”
(Exodus 15:2). | will be beautiful before Him in mitzvot. How is this done? | will
make before Him a beautiful sukka, a beautiful lulav, beautiful ritual fringes. |
will write before Him a beautiful Torah scroll, and | will wrap it in beautiful silk
cloths [shira’in].

Since the mitzva of “taking” the arba minim is Rabbinic after the first day, some
of these conditions are relaxed for the last six days. The requirements of
ownership and a complete set apply only on the first day (29b, 3éb). The
requirement of beauty is the subject of a dispute between Rashi and Tosafof,
who hold that it pertains for the entire week, and Rambam, who states that it
applies only to the first day.



Some food for thought:

The Midrash in Vayigra Rabba (30) states:

DN ¥ INIY? 72,027 12 V) DYV 12 ¥2 NY IINN N9 ,ONIW N ,ITD Y 19 ,I0N 127
W0 MR Y bm\w N, DN NOD L0210 DIYYN DN ¥2) NN DN YOy DTN )
Y .02V DOYYN DN PN -nm D3 ¥2Y DN ¥ SN DN 7,027 12 PN) DYV 12 ¥
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Another explanation: "The fruit of a beautiful free" - these are [referring to] Israel.
Just like this citron (etrog), which has taste and has smell, so foo Israel has
among them people that have Torah and have good deeds. "The branches of
a date palm" - these are [referring to] Israel. Just like this date, which has taste
and has no smell, so too Israel has among them those that have Torah but do
not have good deeds. "And a branch of a braided free (a myrtle)" - these are
[referring to] Israel. Just like this myrtle, which has smell and has no taste, so foo
Israel has among them those that have good deeds but do not have Torah.
"And brook willows" - these are [referring to] Israel. Just like this willow, which has
no smell and has no taste, so too Israel has among them people that have no
Torah and have no good deeds. And what does the Holy One, blessed be He,
do to them?e To destroy them is impossible, but rather the Holy One, blessed be
He, said "bind them all together [into] one grouping and these will atone for
those." And if you will have done that, | will be elevated at that time. This is [the
meaning of] what is written (Amos 9:6), "He Who built the upper chambers in the
heavens" (indicating his elevation). And when is He elevated? When they make
one grouping, as itis stated (Ibid.), "and established His grouping on the earth."

The willow (arava) is also used for the culminating ritual on Hoshana Rabba, the
last day of the chag. This is in remembrance of the observance in the Mikdash
when very large willow branches were cut and placed at each side of the
mizbeach (altar), which was then circled seven times by the people. In fact,
according to the Rambam,4 non-Kohanim were permitted to walk between the
mizbeach and the heichal (sanctuary), where they were normally not permitted,
for this ritual.

Rav Soloveitchik asks why the arava, the symbol of a Jew who lacks substantive
Torah and mitzvot, is accorded this honor. He suggests that such a Jew can

4 Lulav 7:23
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have other, in his words, “majestic attributes.” This person may be someone who
was moser nefesh (sacrificed all) for the sake of Heaven. The willow leaning on
the mizbeach represents a person who surrenders something of great value -
even his or her very life — for the sake of a noble cause. While many of us would
like to be “etrog Jews,"” let us also aspire to be “aravot,” leaning in with all our
strengths, talents and abilities, to shelter that which is precious, as the Gemara
describes on page 45a: N2191N 23 DY PN 1DPYNI - and the tops (of the
branches) would be inclined over the top of the altar.
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Naama Henkin hy"d, who was killed with her husband Eitam hy”d in a terrorist
attack on Sukkot 2015, was a talented graphic designer. This is her work:

sprw I

vy

NN 778
PIBRaR 1M
1PN PV 1PN

a7 wITn ~

The image can be downloaded by clicking here.
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