Sukkot

The holiday of Sukkot represents the journey of the Israelites through the desert after the Exodus from Egypt. During this time, people lived in booths (in Hebrew: "sukkot"). It is therefore customary to build a sukkah (booth) before this holiday, and to eat and even sleep in the sukkah during the eight days. 

The walls may be of almost any material (cement, wood, cloth, etc.), but the roof is traditionally covered with branches, in order to let the stars shine through. 

One essential element of the holiday of Sukkot is "USHPIZIN", hospitality. Guest should be invited to sit in the sukkah and share a meal. 

The final day of Sukkot is a holiday called Simchat Torah, rejoicing with the Torah. On this day, the Torah scrolls (which contain the text of the five books of Moses, the first five books of the Bible) are taken out and carried through the synagogue. There is singing and dancing and an overall joyous mood. 

Like most Jewish holidays, Sukkot has agricultural roots. It celebrates the final gathering of the fruits of the year.
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“On the fifteenth day of the seventh month, when you have gathered in the fruit of the land, you shall keep a feast to the Lord seven days; on the first day shall be a solemn rest, and on the eighth day shall be a solemn rest. 

And you shall take on the first day the fruit of goodly trees, branches of palm trees, and the boughs of thick trees, and willows of the brook; and you shall rejoice before the Lord your God seven days. 

And you shall keep it a feast to the Lord seven days in the year. It shall be a statute forever in your generations; you shall celebrate it in the seventh month. 

You shall dwell in booths (Sukkot) seven days; all who are Israelites born shall dwell in booths, that future generations may know that I made the people of Israel to dwell in booths when I brought them out of the land of Egypt. Leviticus 23 
	


The command, You shall dwell in booths seven days, was taken to mean that one was required to eat and sleep in the Sukkah.. It became the custom for families to build their own Sukkah and eat their meals there 

and also sleep

 there at night                Building a Sukkah in 

                                          Holland in 1695

This was a practical idea for Jews living in a Mediterranean climate, but it could prove a real hardship for those in more northern areas. It has become a custom for Synagogues to build communal Sukkot and to celebrate Kiddush there. But it is still a fun event for families to build their own Sukkah and eat there when weather permits and it makes the festival meaningful to all the family.
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Various reasons have been suggested as to why we have to live in a Sukkah: 

1. To remind us that God made our ancestors to live in Sukkot in the wilderness when they came out of Egypt.

2. Sukkot were built to accommodate the many pilgrims who went to Jerusalem to celebrate Sukkot.

3. The Sukkot were originally temporary huts, which were built in the fields to provide shade during the mid-day heat for workers or their produce. Originally, the harvest celebrations naturally centred round these harvest huts.

4. The temporary nature of the Sukkah was to remind us of our limited span of life.

5. The uncompleted roof and the fruit and vegetable decoration remind us of nature and God's bounties. It should remind us of the good and bad things of life, of our duty to give thanks to God and to learn humility.
6. By taking us out of our strong safe homes it reminds us of our human powerlessness and insignificance in the vast and wonderful universe.
The holiday itself celebrates the fact that as the Jews travelled forty years in the desert, they were surrounded by God's presence. 

SUKKOT AND WATER   Sukkot was primarily a harvest festival when we give thanks for the past harvest and prayed for the success of the coming one. As the success of the harvest in Palestine depended so much on the annual rainfall, it is not surprising to find the theme of rain running through the practices connected with the festival. 

In temple times one of the most important ceremonies was the pouring of water onto the altar each of the seven days of the festival.. It was thought that the size of the coming year's rainfall depended on it's correct observance. Tefilat Geshem, a prayer for rain is said before the open Ark in Orthodox. The willow is a tree especially associated with water; but all four species have been linked to water. The shaking of the Lulav makes a sound like the falling of rain. 
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  The text says we should use them to rejoice before the Lord but gives no details as to how this is done. The present custom is to put the four species together and to wave them during parts of the service. In times past they were also used for building and decorating the Sukkah. Ezra told the people: Go out to the mountains and bring leafy branches of olive trees, pine trees, myrtles, palms and other leafy trees to make booths, as it is written.
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WAVING THE LULAV    The four species of plants are usually arranged in a special way. The palm, the myrtle and the willow branches are usually held together in a specially prepared holder plaited from palm leaves. During the service they are held together with the etrog and waved while certain parts of the [image: image2.png]


Hallel are sung or said. (Psalms 113 to 118) The four species are waved three times in each of the six directions - East, South, West, North, upwards and downwards; to signify that God is all around us, an idea which we feel especially at this harvest festival.

USHPIZIN - GUESTS.
It is a tradition that one welcomes guests into one's sukkah. In the sixteenth century Isaac Luria introduced the innovation of symbolically welcoming seven imagined guests into one's Sukkah, one for each day. The guests he recommended were Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Aaron and David. He based this on a saying in the13th century mystical work called the Zohar.
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Simchat Torah, Rejoicing of the Law is the most recent of the festival days. Whereas we have been celebrating Sukkot for over 2,400 years, we have been observing Simchat Torah for less than 1000 years. Probably the earliest use of the name was by Rabbi Hai Gaon in the 11thcentury. 

The TALMUD does not mention it by name; in speaking of scroll readings it says: On the next day (after the last day of Sukkot) we read, 'And this is the blessing’. So already at that time Babylonian Jews ended the cycle of scroll readings on that day. The current practice of reading the opening chapters of Genesis as well, did not start until some time after the eleventh century. The reason that we read from Genesis immediately after Deuteronomy is to show that our duty to read and study the Torah never ceases, in doing so, we find that each time we do so we get new insights and discover new meanings in it. Early commentators said that we do so to prevent Satan saying that the Jews are happy to have finished reading it and were not really keen to restart it's study.
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The observance of Simchat Torah is particularly happy and is usually very child-centred. It's features include a parade of all the scrolls round the synagogue seven times instead of the usual once. 

The children are encouraged to join in the procession and they usually have special flags to carry and wave. In times past it was the custom to fix an apple on top of each flag pole, and nobody minded if there was only the apple core left at the end of the service.

It is considered a special honour to be called up to the scrolls on the festival. Those called up are called Chatan/Kallat Torah and Chatan/Kallat B'reshit meaning the Bridegroom / Bride of the Torah and of Genesis, as if they were wedded to the Torah. At one time these people were expected to provide the food for the lavish Kiddush which followed the service. 

Many congregations call all the children up to the scroll, and these stand with a Tallit held over their heads, while the Torah blessings are said. In this way we bring the children closer to Torah.

Sukkot – the holiday that celebrates God’s Presence through Hospitality and Joy.

