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On Kicking the Sukkah
R. Mois Navon — LT/uy Nishat Avi, Avraham ben Moshe
Beit HaKenneset HaSefaradi BeRimon — Sukkot 5783

Zman Simchateinu. Today we rejoice. We rejoice many things but ultimately, in the
wake of the high holidays — the ten days on repentance ending with Yom Kippur — we
rejoice that we are clean before God, we are ready to enter His clouds of glory.! But are
we really? How many sins have we already committed? Maybe not big things, but little
things (e.g., tefilla betzibur, avak lashon hara [BB 165a], etc.). At the end of the day, how

many times do we shirk mitzvot because we find them uncomfortable, inconvenient?
And that brings me to my question: How are we to fulfill the massive body of demands

that comprise Torah and Mitzvot? The answer, I suggest, can be found in the well-

known Gemara (AZ 2a-3b) that tells of the Sukkah in the end of days.

The End of Days Gemara
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The story begins at the end — i.e., the end of days — when God comes to reward all those
who kept His Torah. All the nations of the world come to get their reward (Romans,
Persians, etc.) and all are, of course, rejected as they did nothing toward Torah and

Mitzvot.
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! See, e.g., Bechor Shor, Daat Zekanim (Lev. 23:40); Eliyahu Kitov, The Book of our Heritage (Tishrey,
p.135); Vilna Gaon (Shir Hashirim 1:4).
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The nations then return with a claim: Why should we be rejected for not keeping the
Torah when historically You, God, never gave us the opportunity?! God answers that in
fact he asked every nation to accept the Torah and none but Israel agreed. So the
nations modify the claim: But did we ever accept a Torah and not fulfill it?? God
answers that in fact they accepted the seven mitzvot Bnei Noach yet never fulfilled them!
So the nations make a new claim: But the Jews also never fulfilled the Torah that they
accepted!
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On this God says: I stand witness that they kept the Torah. The nations retort: a father
can’t testify for his son. God says: Heaven and Earth will testify that they kept the
Torah. The nations retort: they have an interest in the issue since You said that Heaven
and Earth will not stand if the Jews don’t keep the Torah.
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Finally, God says: from your own nations will they testify that the Jews kept the Torah:
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What is this long proof text doing here? Why the need to demonstrate that the Jews kept
the Torah — when in fact to our great chagrin — we know the Jews have not been the
greatest guardians of the Torah?”* What exactly does it mean the Jews kept the Torah?

We will answer shortly but let us first complete the Gemara’s story.

The nations make one last pitch: Give us a second chance. God says: even though this is
not the time for fulfilling mitzvot but for receiving recompense, I will give you a chance
to prove yourselves worthy, here is one mitzvah, one easy mitzvah (“mitzvah kala”) —
Sukkah — go fulfill it.
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So the nations immediately go and build Sukkot, following which God brings out the sun
in a sweltering heat-wave. The nations can’t take the heat and kick their Sukkahs as they
leave them. The Gemara then asks why the non-Jews should be rejected for leaving their
sukkah in extreme heat when such circumstances would absolve Jews from the mitzvah?!
The answer is that the non-Jews kicked the Sukkah upon leaving whereas Jews do not
kick the sukkah.
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2 R. Soloveitchik notes that he remembers when 90% of the Jews did in fact keep the Torah, but “today

[circa 1975] the secular and profane are in control wherever we turn” (On Repentance, p.32).
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The Analysis

God’s Plan

Let us try to understand the message of this story. Itis a story that tells of the end of
history, epitomized by the judgement of humanity, thus indicating that there was a
beginning of history set with plan and purpose and according to which judgement can
ultimately be determined. Indeed, God created the world with the purpose that man
enjoy being in the world; but this enjoyment is contingent upon man following God’s
law as encapsulated in the system of Torah and Mitzvot for Jews and the seven mitzvot
Bnei Noach for the nations of the world.” It is through the observance of these laws that
the world is brought to harmony. This is the challenge of history; this is the basis for the
judgement of humanity. At the end of the day God, like any ruler with a plan, comes to

reward those who toiled to accomplish the task, which, as said, was to live by His law.

The nations of the world, having not lived according to God’s plan, are found wanting
but are now given the opportunity to somehow demonstrate that they are nevertheless
worthy of reward. That is, they will now be challenged to show that, even though
throughout history they did not follow God’s ways, they do have the capacity to do so.
It is this potential that will now be tested through the observance of one “easy” mitzvah

— Sukkah.

The Easy Mitzvah: Sukkah

But why this mitzvah? And why is it “easy”?

The Gemara explains that it is “easy” because it doesn’t demand big expenditure. But

surely there is more to the Sukkah as the mitzvah of choice here than simply low cost.

3 See, e.g., Ramchal, Way of God 1:2.
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Indeed, there are many inexpensive mitzvot God could have offered. Why not ask them

to fulfill tzitzit, which the Gemara says is an “easy” and “inexpensive” mitzvah.
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That said, many argue that tzitzit is actually an expensive mitzvah due to tekhelet.” So
then how about shi/uach haken (sending away the mother bird) which the Mishna says
explicitly is an “easy” and “inexpensive” mitzvah?°
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But no, there is seemingly something unique about Sukkah. The Etz Yosef (quoting
Torat Haim, AZ 3a, s.v. mitzvabh ala) explains that Sukkah was chosen because it is
“equal to all the mitzvot.” The fact is, however, that there is no source in rabbinic
literature (safrut hazal) to support this claim’ and so it seems that it is made on the basis
that God here, at the end of history, is giving the nations the chance to receive reward
for keeping the entire Torah (i.e., “all the mitzvot”) by keeping this one mitzvah (see

Admor MiGur, Daf al Daf AZ 3a).
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4 As expressed by the Vilna Gaon who cries that one can earn eternal life with a penny through the
mitzvah of tzitzit (R. Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man, p. 30). Similarly, Tzon Kodshim in Petah Einaim (Men.
44a).

> See, e.g., Rashash, Sefat Emet, Daf al Daf, et. al, on Men. 44a).

¢ And the Yerushalmi (Peah 1:1; Kid. 1:7) calls it “the easiest of the easiest”!

7 See my essay “Equal To All Mitzvot,” http://www.divreinavon.com/pdf/EqualToAll.pdf.
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The Test — Morality v Aesthetics

Accordingly, the Sukkah, somehow, expresses the value of keeping all the mitzvot and it
is this fact that underlies the choice of Sukkah for this historic test. But how?
Interestingly, the only other time the Torah makes such a historic test on man — giving
one mitzvah that is representative of all the mitzvot — is at the beginning of time when
Adam and Eve are commanded not to eat of the Tree of Knowledge of good and evil in

the Garden of Eden.
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R. Shimshon Rafael Hirsch explains why the Torah opens with this commandment:
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This one commandment, then, encapsulates the whole notion of divine commands,
posing to mankind a simple question: will we follow our desires or will we follow God’s?
The number one reason we don’t fulfill a2 mitzvah, as seen in the Garden of Eden
episode, is “aesthetics.” So explains R. Soloveitchik: “What caused man’s fall is his
giving preference to the sensuous, delightful, and pleasing over the true, at both the

intellectual and ethical levels.””®

8 R. Soloveitchik, Worship of the Heart [Toras HoRav Foundation, KTAV, NJ, 2003], p.47. Similarly R.
Hirsch (Gen. 2:16, p.62).
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What “looks good, feels good, tastes good” is what drives us. If these aesthetic feelings
are impinged upon, if we are inconvenienced by a divine command, we will be tested.
This was precisely what the command in the Garden of Eden was about. It was a
command from a will external to our own that asked that we refrain from fulfilling our
internal drives. This test is critical for man to demonstrate his very humanity. That is, if
we only do what our aesthetic drives demand of us, we are no better than sophisticated
animals. It is only in accepting and acting on a will outside our own that we demonstrate
our freedom and uniqueness above the animal. So explains So explains Prof. Y.

Leibovitz:

“Willing acceptance of a way of life which does not derive from human nature
implies emancipation of man from the bondage of raw nature... [Conversely,
m]an activated by his “own” nature is, in effect, nothing but a robot activated by
the forces of nature, just like the cattle grazing in the pasture, which are also “free

from Torah and Mitzvoth”; that is, from any law externally imposed.”

Accordingly, the commandment to refrain from eating from the tree of knowledge
encapsulates the value underlying the system of commandments within a single
command. Similarly, this is exactly what our Gemara (AZ 2a-3b) tells us God will do in
the end of days. As a last chance test of the whole divine system of Torah and Mitzvot,
God asks the nations of the world — like he did of Adam and Eve — to fulfill one
command, one “easy mitzvah”: Sukkah. In consonance, the Gemara (Shabbat 55b)"
teaches that God called the command to not eat from the tree of knowledge of good and

evil, an “easy mitzvah”!
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9 Judaism, Human 1 alues, and the Jewish State, ed. E. Goldman, Harvard U. Press, Cambridge, 1995, p.21.
10 Similarly Avot DeRebbi Natan (Nusacha 2, ch. 1); Smachot (Hibut Hakever 1:8). Ber. R. 22:11; 87:5.

Dev. R. Veetchanan; Tanchuma Shemini 3, and many more.
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So the mitzvah of Sukkah is seen as test of will, and a demonstration of freewill, just like
the Tree of Knowledge." And just as Adam and Eve found the command too difficult
because they were driven by their aesthetic drives — to do what looks good, feels good,
tastes good — so too, dwelling in the Sukkah becomes the ultimate test when it becomes
uncomfortable, inconvenient, when it rubs against our aesthetic drives. So, much like
Adam and Eve, the nations fail to overcome themselves, fail to fulfill the divine

command.

Uniqueness of Sukkah

The test of the Sukkah, as described here, is not unique from any other mitzvah for all
demand that we obey God over our aesthetic drives."> It could be that the Gemara uses
Sukkah specifically because of Zechariah’s end of days prophecy (ch. 14) in which the
nations of the world will come to celebrate the festival of Sukkot in acknowledgement of

God’s reign — and those that don’t bear the consequences:

16 And it shall come to pass, that every one that is left of all the nations that
came against Jerusalem shall go up from year to year to worship the King, the
LORD of hosts, and to keep the feast of tabernacles. 17 And it shall be, that
whoso of the families of the earth goeth not up unto Jerusalem to worship the
King, the LORD of hosts, upon them there shall be no rain. 18 And if the family
of Egypt go not up, and come not, they shall have no overflow; there shall be the
plague, wherewith the LORD will smite the nations that go not up to keep the
feast of tabernacles. 19 This shall be the punishment of Egypt, and the

punishment of all the nations that go not up to keep the feast of tabernacles.

11 And perhaps this is why the command of Sukkah ends, “I am the Lord your God” (Lev. 23:43) — for this
is a divine demand, not merely a command with a reason (i.e., hoshavti), but to be done in allegiance to
God’s will. Similarly does Leibovitz explain the “I am God” at the end of the command to “Love you
neighbor” (Judaisn, Human 1V alues, and the Jewish State, ed. E. Goldman, Harvard U. Press, Cambridge,
1995). Interestingly, the story of tzitzit being an easy mitzvah (Men. 44a) explains that tzitzit is a mitzvah
of which it is written twice “I am the Lord your God.”

>

12 Indeed, Petah Einaim (Men. 44a) explains that all positive commandments are considered “easy” except
for Pesah and Mila which carry the punishment of excision (karet). And while he explains, in accordance
with the Gem (AZ 3a), that Sukkah was chosen because it is inexpensive, this does not distinguish it from

myriad positive commands that carry no cost. Accordingly, I offer the answer above.
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To Kick

But the story doesn’t end with the nations’ failure to fulfill the mitzvah of Sukkah.
Rather, at this point, the Gemara asks why the nations are held accountable for leaving
the Sukkah given that, under such conditions, Jews are allowed to leave the Sukkah? The
answer is that the non-Jews kicked the sukkah in contempt whereas Jews leave with a

heavy heart at not being able to fulfill the mitzvah.

So elaborates the Meiri:
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And so explains the Rama is our obligation:
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And this, I suggest, is the primary message of the story. We all have difficulties fulfilling
all the mitzvot, sometimes more sometimes less. Such a huge body of commandments is
not easy to fulfill and really it is one’s lifework to try to accept and fulfill all the mitzvot.
The question is not if we fulfill everything, but if we accept the system in our hearts.

This approach is supported by the Gemara (AZ 3a) when in brings forth various
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characters from the nations of the world to testify that the Jews kept the Torah. They
testify not that everybody kept everything but that certain people kept certain

commandments.

And the fact that the nations themselves are rejected for having failed to keep the seven
mitzvot even though that they had “accepted” them implies that while they may have
formally accepted that system, they failed to accept them in their hearts, failed to place
them as guidepost for action. Ultimately, they “kicked” the system. (It should be noted
here that this is not a diatribe on individual non-Jews but rather an indictment against the

nations as a whole).

Now, it is one thing to not be able to fulfill God’s commands because we give in to our
natural drives, it is quite another to kick down the structure of God’s commands. Such
a rejection of God is called “idol worship.” When we find that a mitzvah rubs against
our aesthetic nature, when we find it “uncomfortable,” do we kick down the whole
structure, do we reject God’s system of commands? To do so is not simply a rejection of
His commands, it is a rejection of God Himself. Such a rejection of God 77 fotv is to
remove ourselves from His rule and enter the rule of our own desires. This is the
ultimate worship of idols: the worship of the self. The Zohar says as much when it
teaches that the command to Adam — “And the Lord God commanded Adam...” —

really implies 2 command against idol worship!"”
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Conclusion

We can now return to our initial question: How are we to fulfill the massive body of
demands that comprise Torah and Mitzvot? The answer is that we are to ever try —
sometimes more, sometimes less — to fulfill what we can. The key, however, is that

while we may not be able to fulfill all the mitzvot 4/ of the time, we can give ourselves

13 Interestingly, R. Keidar (Torat Ohel 8:8) explains that the whole point of the mitzvah of Sukkah is to

counter the tendency to idol worship.
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over to God’s system of Mitzvot a// of the time. This is precisely what the Ramban
explains, using Sukkah as an example (and not simply because of extreme whether but

simple laziness):
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In conclusion: Though we may not be able to fulfill the complete system of Torah and

Mitzvot, and even not want to fulfill a mitzvah, e.g., Sukkah, we must never kick it."*

Hag Samayach.

14 There is an interesting difficulty that arises from this Gemara (AZ 2a-3b). God is willing, as it were, to
testify that the Jewish people kept the Torah. At the very least, according to the way I have explained the
Gemara, the Jews did not “kick” the system even if they didn’t keep it. The problem is that, besides
personal observations like that of R. Soloveitchik (see fn. 2) or of anyone alive today, the Torah itself
writes that “Yeshurun waxed fat and &icked” (Deut. 32:15)! Furthermore, while the Gemara has God call
heaven and earth to testify on behalf of the Jews, in the Torah (Deut. 32:1) God calls on them to bear
witness to the Jews infidelity. Perhaps a resolution to this conflict is that if indeed the Jews “kick”, they
either cease being Jews via assimilation or God punishes them, such that in the end of days God can testify

that the Jews are worthy of having kept the Torah.
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