Sukkot 5786

The Challenging Mitzvah of the Sukkah

Rabbi Reuven Mann

There are six hundred and thirteen Mitzvot in the Torah, but not all of them share the same degree of
complexity. Some Mitzvot appear on the surface to be uncomplicated, but upon further consideration yield a
different picture. The Mitzvah of Sukkah (booth), | believe, can be placed in that category. While it doesn’t
seem that difficult to enter the Sukkah, recite the Kiddush (sanctification of the festival), and eat a festive
meal (accompanied by the appropriate songs and even some words of Torah), there is more to the
commandment than that.

The verse states, “You shall dwell in Sukkot for seven days” (VaYikra 23:42). The key word in this statement is
dwell, which the Oral Law interprets to mean that one must actually reside there in the same manner that
one does in his regular abode.

[Note: Strictly speaking, it is not accurate to say that it is a Mitzvah to eat in the Sukkah. True, one must take
one's meals there, but only because that is an essential component of dwelling, which is the accurate
description of this commandment.]

In effect, to do the Mitzvah properly, one must establish the Sukkah as his primary residence and allow his
regular home to become secondary. Therefore, he should install appropriate furniture and the basic items he
will need for dwelling comfortably. Not only is he to eat there; of equal importance is the requirement to
sleep there as well.

According to the Rambam (Maimonides), one should conduct in the Sukkah all the activities that would
ordinarily take place in one’s home. This means that he should learn, hold meetings, relax, and socialize with
friends in his temporary domicile. The more activities he arranges in the Sukkah, the more he actualizes its
designation as his primary residence and fulfills the commandment to a greater degree.

Navigating Modern Comforts: The TV Dilemma

| have been asked whether one should bring a television into the Sukkah, especially since the World Series
often coincides with our holiday season. Our holidays take place over the course of about three and a half
weeks, and it is inevitable that some very important games will clash with vital observances. For seriously
religious Jews who happen to be avid baseball fans, it can be a great challenge when a World Series game
falls on Yom Kippur.

The record shows that Sandy Koufax, a Los Angeles Dodgers pitching great who was not generally religiously
observant, was slated to pitch in the World Series opener but declined, out of respect for Yom Kippur, and
instead attended synagogue.

Of course, there is no permission to watch the game on Yom Tov itself. But what about the matter of installing
a TV in the Sukkah? You must bring in your fine dishes, silverware, and Sefarim (Judaic texts) to make the
Sukkah like home — but does the presence of a TV also add to the Keviat Dira (setting up one’s Sukkah as
one’s home)?

The type of programs one plans to watch while in the Sukkah is a matter of concern. Obviously, one should
not watch shows that lack Tzniut (modesty) either in dress or subject matter. Indeed, such programs should
be avoided even outside the Sukkah. However, to watch wholesome content — such as the news or even a
sporting event — inside the Sukkah rather than at home seems to me a valid expression of making your
Sukkah your dwelling.

Even a cursory review of the requirements of Mitzvat Sukkah reveals that it falls short of the goal if a person
restricts himself to merely taking his meals there. The goal of the commandment is stated quite clearly:

“So that all your generations will know that | housed you in booths when | took you out of the Land
of Egypt” (VaYikra 23:43).

To achieve this, it was deemed necessary not only to visit the Sukkah for various purposes, but to actually
reside there. And it is this feature that assigns the Mitzvah a degree of complexity. For in this day and age we
have become “spoiled” creatures, who need many and various forms of entertainment to nourish our restless
spirits. If you tell me | have to pick myself up and take a meal in the Sukkah, maybe recite some prayers and
drink some wine (all of which need not take more than an hour), then of course that’s easy, and I’'m on board.
But if you say, “I must leave my house and move in there”? Well, that’s a different story.



Breaking Free from Illusory Security: Lessons from Pharaoh

So we must ask: what is the Torah’s true purpose in expanding the scope of the Sukkah experience during this
festival? It seems to me that the greater objective of the Mitzvah is to take the person out of his comfort
zone. For one’s home is not just a practical necessity, but has great psychological significance as well. One’s
sense of security in life is to a large extent tied in with the attractiveness of his domicile.

This particular point can be illustrated in the case of Pharaoh. The first plague that Moshe brought against
Pharaoh and Egypt consisted of converting the Nile waters into blood. This had a profound impact on the
king, since the Nile’s waters were the prime source of his land’s opulence. Pharaoh was shaken by this plague
and ordered his Chartumim (wizards) to do the same, and they complied.

[Note: The magicians did not convert an entire body of water into blood. Rather, small amounts of water
were drawn from below the ground, and they were able (with their enchantments) to alter their color. In no
sense was this a duplication of the genuine miracle of Moshe.]

The Torah then sees fit to record that after the Chartumim performed their trick:

“Pharaoh turned away and came to his palace; nor did he take this (the plague of blood) to his
heart, either” (Shemot 7:23).

At first glance, the fact that Pharaoh returned to his palace seems like unnecessary information. Why do we
need to know this? What does it add to the story? In my opinion, it provides an insight into the behavioral
pattern of the wicked king.

When confronted with evidence that challenged his beliefs, Pharaoh resorted to denial, embracing the cheap
trickery of his magicians rather than the objective truth of the miracle. Still, Pharaoh was not convinced by his
own deceptions. His narcissism had been wounded by Moshe’s mistreatment of his precious Nile River, so it
was no longer a source of comfort. He therefore retreated to his home, which was fashioned according to his
tastes and reflected his personal glory. Here he was the king and could indulge the fantasy of being a special
person.

[Note: Even this haven was about to be despoiled by alien forces. In the second plague of frogs, Hashem told
Moshe to tell Pharaoh:

“The River shall swarm with frogs, and they shall ascend and come into your palace and your
bedroom and your bed...” (Shemot 7:28)

We thus see the role that the palace played in maintaining Pharaoh’s sense of security.]

In this respect, every one of us is like Pharaoh, king of Egypt. We too indulge in self-deceptions and feel a
sense of security in the homes we have designed and furnished with the personal toys and charms that
bolster our self-image. That is why we feel safe and secure in our own bedrooms and are reluctant to sleep
elsewhere. But the Torah wants us to attain a deeper level — by breaking free of our illusory comfort zones.
The Sukkah is a Dirat Arai (temporary dwelling). It expresses the stark truth that life is short, and we need not
build domiciles designed to last hundreds of years and cater to the illusion that if we discover the proper
instrument of immortality, we may somehow attain it.

This idea is powerfully expressed by Rabbi Avigdor Miller in Kingdom of Cohanim (p. 291). On the verse,
“Every native Israelite (Ezrach) shall dwell in tabernacles” (VaYikra 23:42), he says:

“Ezrach means even the Ezrach (citizen) who is home-born and possesses a house must forsake his
house and its conveniences to reside in the Sukkah. The Sukkah is Hashem, as it is written, ‘Hashem,
You have been our habitation in every generation’ (Tehillim 90:1), and Hashem is called by our
Sages ‘HaMakom’ (The Place) because He is the entirety of the existence in which we live.”

Embracing the Challenge for Spiritual Elevation

It is imperative that we revise our understanding and orientation toward the Mitzvah of Sukkah. We should
honestly acknowledge what the command requires, and endure the discomfort involved in properly fulfilling
it. When fulfilled in its true spirit, it offers a rare opportunity to elevate ourselves to a higher level in our
relationship with HaKadosh Baruch Hu (the Holy One, Blessed is He).

May He assist us in this endeavor.
Chag Sukkot Sameiach.
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