Sukkot III: Hoshana Rabbah, Shemini Atzeret, and Simchat Torah

Completing the Foundation for an Extraordinary New Year

In the first two Morasha shiurim on Sukkot we addressed the essential messages of the sukkah, Four Species, and the unique theme of joy that characterizes the festival. In this third Morasha shiur, we will see that the festival of Sukkot incorporates more than just Sukkot itself. The seventh day of the festival carries an aura of gravity and judgment and is known as Hoshana Rabbah. The eighth day, one of joy and ecstasy, is called Shemini Atzeret. In fact, this final day is an independent festival in its own right, upon which Simchat Torah is also celebrated (outside of Israel, Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah are split into two days). These special days add new depth and meaning not only to Sukkot, but even impact our appreciation for Judaism and relationship with God throughout the year.  

We will explore the meaning of Hoshana Rabbah, the festival of Shemini Atzeret, and the celebration of Simchat Torah. As background to this class, we will also examine the unique relationship between the festival of Sukkot and the nations of the world, and its connection to the Messianic Era. 

In this class we will address the following questions:

· What is the connection between the sukkah and the Messianic Era?

· Why are offerings brought during Sukkot for the nations of the world?

· Why is the aravah (willow branch) beaten on the last day of Sukkot?

· What is the significance of Shemini Atzeret, an “extra festival” juxtaposed to Sukkot?

· Why is Simchat Torah celebrated on Shemini Atzeret?

· How Do Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah impact the entire year?
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Section I. Sukkot, the Messianic Era, and the Nations of the World

In the prophetic writings as well as the Aggadic and Kabbalistic sources, we find that Sukkot has a special relationship with the Messianic Era and a unique connection to the nations of the world. In this section we will explore this theme, in order to provide background for understanding how Sukkot relates to the days that follow it, namely Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah.

Part A. The Festival of Redemption
As the spiritual climax of the year, Sukkot is laden with deep allusions concerning the Messianic Era – the spiritual climax of world history. 

1. Vilna Gaon, Even Shleimah 11:10 – The festivals of the month of Tishrei parallel the Jewish vision for the future.

	All the concepts of the month of Tishrei are hints to the future. For judgment takes place on Rosh HaShanah, and afterwards forgiveness of sin is granted on Yom Kippur. This is followed by Sukkot, Shemini Atzeret, and the joy thereon. So too in the future, the Great Day of Judgment will occur, followed by that which has been said, “I will sprinkle upon you pure waters and purify you, etc.” (Yechezkel/Ezekiel 36) and, “I will forgive whatever is left” (Yirmiyahu/Jeremiah 50). Afterwards, on Sukkot, will be the seven canopies, as is known, as the verse says (Yeshayahu/Isaiah 4), “And a sukkah will be for shade from the day,” and “the time of our rejoicing,” and “strangers will stand and shepherd your sheep” (ibid. 61). Afterwards comes Shemini Atzeret, when those who deny the True God will be destroyed and the people of Israel will rejoice alone. “It will be a day of completion (atzeret) for you …” (see Pesachim 68).
	כל הענינים שבחודש תשרי הם רמז לעתיד לבא כי מתחילה הוא יום הדין בראש השנה. ואח״כ סליחת העונות ביום הכיפורים . ואח״כ סוכות השמיני עצרת ושמחתן. וכן לעתיד לבא תחילה יוס הדין הגדול אח״כ וזרקתי עליכם מימ טהורים וטהרתם כו (יחזקאל ל״ו) כי אסלח לאשר אשאיר (ירמיה נ׳) ואח״כ בסוכות חופות שבע כידוע וכמו שכתוב (ישעיה ד׳) וסוכה תהי׳ לצל יוםס כו' זמן שמחתינו כו' ועמדו זרים ורעו צאנכם (שם ס״א) ואח״כ שמיני עצרת שיכלו הכופרים באלקי אמת וישמחו ישראל לבדן "עצרת תהי׳ לכס" (עי׳ פםמים ם״ח).


The ceremonies of Sukkot clearly indicate the theme of redemption. The festival of Pesach reminds us of Creation – it is the festival of Israel’s national creation, celebrated in the season of re-birth (Spring). Shavuot commemorates the Revelation of God at Sinai. We celebrate with all-night study to prepare for the giving of the Torah. Sukkot, however, looks ahead toward the Final Redemption. In processional hoshanot we call upon God to “please save” (hoshana). The sukkah is a miniature model of Gan Eden, the once and future paradise, into which we invite our esteemed ancestors to dine with us (ushpizin), as we will dine with them in the World to Come. We gather the Four Species and wave them together – a symbol of the people of Israel joined together as one united entity, and once more hinting to future times. 

Another allusion to the connection between Sukkot and the Messianic Era can be found in the Haftarah (additional Torah reading) for Sukkot which describes the prophecy of the War of Gog and Magog:
2. Zechariah 14 (selected verses) – The prophecy of the War of Gog and Magog describes the cataclysmic battles that will result in the Final Redemption and Messianic Era.

	1-3: Behold, God’s awaited day is coming, and your spoils will be divided in your presence. I shall gather all the nations to Jerusalem to wage war; the city will be conquered … Then God will go out and wage war with those nations, as on the day He waged war, the day of battle.

9: God will be King over the entire world – on that day God will be One and His Name will be One.

11: They will dwell within her and destruction shall be no more; Jerusalem shall dwell secure.

16: And it will happen that all who will be left from among all the nations that come upon Jerusalem; they will ascend every year to prostrate themselves before the King, God, Master of Legions, and to celebrate the festival of Sukkot. 
	הִנֵּה יוֹם בָּא לַה' וְחֻלַּק שְׁלָלֵךְ בְּקִרְבֵּךְ. וְאָסַפְתִּי אֶת כָּל הַגּוֹיִם אֶל יְרוּשָׁלִַם לַמִּלְחָמָה ... וְיָצָא ה' וְנִלְחַם בַּגּוֹיִם הָהֵם כְּיוֹם הִלָּחֲמוֹ בְּיוֹם קְרָב.

וְהָיָה ה' לְמֶלֶךְ עַל כָּל הָאָרֶץ בַּיּוֹם הַהוּא יִהְיֶה ה' אֶחָד וּשְׁמוֹ אֶחָד. 

וְיָשְׁבוּ בָהּ וְחֵרֶם לֹא יִהְיֶה עוֹד וְיָשְׁבָה יְרוּשָׁלִַם לָבֶטַח.

וְהָיָה כָּל הַנּוֹתָר מִכָּל הַגּוֹיִם הַבָּאִים עַל יְרוּשָׁלִָם וְעָלוּ מִדֵּי שָׁנָה בְשָׁנָה לְהִשְׁתַּחֲו‍ֹת לְמֶלֶךְ ה' צְבָקוֹת וְלָחֹג אֶת חַג הַסֻּכּוֹת.


The following source demonstrates the connection between the sukkah and the apocalyptic battle of God and Magog.

3. Rabbi Nosson Scherman, Stone Chumash, pp. 1241-2 – The sukkah represents the cheerful confidence of trusting in God’s protection; the roof represents the illusion of placing security in human strength. This is the deeper meaning of the battle of Gog and Magog.

	Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (Bamidbar/Numbers 29:13) discusses the inner connection between the war of Gog and Magog and Sukkot:

In the name גוֹג, Gog, one recognizes the word גַג, roof, and thereby at once sees the contrast to sukkah, the weak, unstable covering of foliage. Actually, the whole history of mankind consists of this contrast. Just as people have the power to make themselves safe and secure against their earthly contemporaries by sturdy walls, so they delude themselves into thinking that they can make themselves safe and secure against that which comes from above – against God and His power to direct matters. They think they can find security in the protection of their own might, take their fate in their own hands, and crown the building of human greatness with gabled roofs, rendering them independent of God.

The war of Gog and Magog is the battle of גַג, roof, against סוכָּה, sukkah, the fight of the roof-illusion of human greatness which never allows rest, against the sukkah-truth of cheerful confidence and serenity which comes of placing one’s trust in God’s protection.

R’ Hirsch’s explanation of the Gog-Magog relationship bases itself on the Hebrew grammatical rule that the prefix מ, mem, expresses the idea of projecting something. For example, אוֹר is light; מָאוֹר, luminary is a heavenly body which projects light. So, too, גַג, means roof – in R’ Hirsch’s view, it represents the philosophy that man can insulate himself against the heavenly power of God –מָגוֹג  is the attempt to project this philosophy on earth.


Part B. The Rectification of the Nations

Unlike all other festivals and offerings, the Temple offerings of Sukkot are dedicated to the nations of the world. Seventy bulls were offered corresponding to the seventy primary nations of the world as they are listed in Bereishit (Genesis), Ch. 10.

1. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Sukkah 55b, and Rashi ibid. s.v. shivim parim – Seventy offerings are brought to provide merit for the seventy nations of the world.
	Rabbi Elazar said, “Why are seventy offerings brought on Sukkot? For the [merit of the] seventy primary nations of the world.”

Rashi: The seventy offerings are to provide atonement for the seventy nations, so that rain will fall all over the world, since the world is judged regarding rainfall on Sukkot.
	אמר רבי אלעזר הני שבעים פרים כנגד מי כנגד שבעים אומות.

רש"י: שבעים פרים: לכפר עליהם שירדו גשמים בכל העולם לפי שנידונין בחג על המים.


Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin (the Netziv) explains that in the Days to Come, the nations of the world will bring offerings to Jerusalem on Sukkot (as described in the verses of Zechariah Ch. 14, quoted above), in full knowledge that their own well-being depends on the offerings of the Temple in Jerusalem. 

2. Netziv, HaEmek Davar, Bamidbar 28:12 – The nations recognize that the source of their blessing stems from the offerings brought on Sukkot.

	The bulls offered on Sukkot were for the sake of the nations of the world … and that is why Zachariah wrote that in the future they too will come during the festival to stand by their offerings. That is, they too will recognize God as King and they will understand that their livelihood depends upon the additional offerings of Sukkot that the Jewish people bring on their behalf, that were they not offered then they would not receive rainfall. This was the practice in the days of Shlomo HaMelech/King Solomon and that is why he would recite Kohelet/Ecclesiastes during the festival, before the wise men of the world.
	ונתבאר בסדר אמור משום דפרי החג הוא בשביל שבעים אומות ... ומש"ה כתב בס' זכריה י"ד דלעתיד יהיו גם אוה"ע באים בחהמ"ס לעמוד על קרבנם. היינו בשביל שיכירו גם המה את מלך ה' צבאות ויהיו יודעים דפרנסתם תלוי' במוספי החג שישראל מביאים בשבילם. ואם לא יעלו לא יבא עליהם הגשם. וכך הי' המנהג בימי שלמה. ומש"ה היה שלמה מגיד קהלת בחהמ"ס לפני חכמי אוה"ע.


Another prophecy, discussed in the source below, describes how foreign nations will come to Jerusalem to guard the people of Israel.

3. Rabbi Shimshon Pinkus, Sichot Rav Shimshon Pinkus: Sukkot, p. 107 – On Sukkot the nations of the world will seek out God’s Presence at the Temple in Jerusalem.

	After Yom Kippur comes Sukkot. Sukkot represents the ultimate conclusion of destiny, and it is known that Sukkot hints at the Messianic Age. On Sukkot the prophecy of “Foreigners will stand and shepherd their flock” (Yeshayahu 61:5) will be fulfilled, meaning that even the nations of the world will enter under the canopy of God’s Presence (Shechinah). They will be rectified, to the degree that that is possible, by the offerings of Sukkot. And the climax is Shemini Atzeret, which represents the World to Come itself.
	אחרי יום כיפור מגיע סוכות, הוי אומר סוכות הוא התכלית, וכידוע סוכות מרמז על ימות המשיח. בסוכות יתקיים "ועמדו זרים ורעו צאנכם" (ישעיה סא ה), דהיינו שגם את האומות מכניסים תחת כנפי השכינה, ומתקנים אותם עד כמה שאפשר על ידי פרי החג. והשיא זה שמיני עצרת, שהוא עוה"ב ממש. 



Because the ultimate destiny of the world also includes the foreign nations, on Sukkot, the festival of destiny, we pray even for these seventy primary nations to reach their purpose.

4. Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Wellsprings of Salvation, p. 312 – On Sukkot we pray for the nations of the world to fulfill their purpose.
	On the festival of Sukkot seventy bulls were sacrificed on the Altar; we do so similarly today by means of our prayers: “Our lips replace the bulls” (Hoshea/Hosea 14:3). These [bulls] correspond to the seventy nations of the world, by which we enact a role of protection over the nations … which aids them to fulfill their purpose as sons of Noah with the mitzvot that they are commanded – including and in particular assisting the Jewish people that they should be able to fulfill the Torah and the mitzvot. 
	בחג הסוכות הקריבו ע"ג המזבח שבעים פרים, ועד"ז בזמן הזה ע"י התפלה, "ונשלמה פרים שפתינו", כנגד שבעים אומות העולם, אשר עי"ז נפעל ענין של הגנה על אוה"ע ... אשר עי"ז יתוסף אצלם במילוי תפקידם בקיום המצוות שנצטוו בני נח, כולל ובמיוחד העזר והסיוע לבנ"י שיוכלו לקיים תומ"צ.


	Key Themes of Section I:

· One of the major themes of the festival of Sukkot is that of the future redemption and the Messianic era.

· The prophets foretold of a great cataclysmic battle in the future that will ultimately be settled at the time of Sukkot. The war of Gog and Magog, as it is known, will pit the philosophy of self-reliance against the philosophy of the sukkah, reliance on faith in God for protection and well-being.

· Sukkot is not only a Jewish festival, but also has a universal theme. The seventy bulls offered during the course of this festival parallel the seventy primary nations of the world who benefit from these offerings.

· Just as in the past the wise men of the world recognized the importance of the seventy bulls, so too in the future the world will recognize that its only source of blessing is God. Then everyone will join in the celebration of the Sukkot festival. 


In the following three sections, we will focus on the concluding festive days of Sukkot: Hoshana Rabbah, Shemini Atzeret, and Simchat Torah.

Section II. Hoshana Rabbah – The Last Chance
The last day of Sukkot proper is called Hoshana Rabbah, the “Great Salvation.” While Hoshana Rabbah is not a Yom Tov per se – there are no prohibited activities beyond those of Chol HaMoed (intermediary days of the festival) – it nevertheless has its own unique customs that express themes related to Sukkot as well as the High Holidays.

1. Rabbi Mordechai Becher, Gateway to Judaism, p. 153 – Hoshana Rabbah, the seventh day of Sukkot, is a day of great holiness and prayer.

	The last day of the Chol HaMoed of Sukkot is called Hoshana Rabbah, which means “the Great Salvation.” This is a reference to prayers that are recited every day of Sukkot, as the congregation walks around the bimah holding their lulavim. The constant refrain of these prayers is Hoshana, literally meaning, “Please save.” We plead with God to save us from the sufferings and tribulations of exile from the Holy Land. (Even though we have the State of Israel, until the Third Temple is built, we are still considered in exile.)

On the last day of Chol HaMoed, the congregation goes around the bimah seven times, while additional Hoshana prayers are recited, as a sign of the great holiness of this day (Mishnah Berurah 664:11). In the times of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem, the people held willow branches, aravot, as they walked around the Altar (Sukkah 45a).


Part A. The Last Day of Judgment

We are accustomed to think that the High Holy Days start with Rosh HaShanah and end with Yom Kippur, but this is not entirely accurate. Sukkot is also part of the High Holiday season and themes of judgment and forgiveness abound. Particularly on the seventh day of Sukkot, known as Hoshana Rabbah, we find the solemnity of the High Holidays being expressed yet again.

The great significance of the day is indicated in the following section of Zohar:

1. Zohar, Parshat Tzav, 31b – God passes judgment regarding rainfall on Hoshana Rabbah, and dispatches the judgments that were sealed on Yom Kippur. An unfavorable decree can still be torn up through sincere teshuvah (lit. return –repentance).

	On the seventh day of Sukkot, the judgment of the world [which began on Rosh HaShanah] is completed, and the edicts are dispatched from the King’s palace. The judgments are concluded, and the brook-willows [symbolizing rainfall for the coming year] depend on this day. 
	ביומא שביעאה דחג, הוא סיומא דדינא דעלמא, ופתקין נפקין מבי מלכא, וגבורן מתערי, ומסתיימן בהאי יומא, וערבי נחל (תליין) בהו.


The aura of judgment on Hoshana Rabbah is so powerful that many customs associated with the Days of Awe are followed. The tunes sung by the cantor are those of Yom Kippur, the celebrations of Sukkot are doused by a certain gravity, and many spend the entire night in Torah study. In some prayer books the special status of Hoshana Rabbah finds expression in the following version of the High Holy Days prayer Unetaneh Tokef: “On Rosh HaShanah judgment is made, on Yom Kippur it is written, and on Hoshana Rabbah it is sealed.”
Part B. Beating the Aravah Branches

After encircling the bimah and completing the prayers for a favorable decree, the custom dating back to the time of the prophets is to take five aravah branches and strike them on the ground five times (Mishnah Berurah 664:12). The symbolism of the beating of the willow branches is discussed in the next two sources.

1. Adapted from Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, Horeb, Edoth II, 225 – The beating of the willow branches symbolizes our rejection of a completely materialistic lifestyle and self-seeking pride. 
	The Four Species represent different things found in nature to be used for man’s benefit: 

1. Things in nature that do not require any finishing touches by man – sunlight, air, beautiful scents, etc. – are represented by the myrtle, since the sense of smell is the most prominent characteristic.

2. Things in nature of inherent benefit to man, but man must extract this benefit from them – sustenance, food – are represented by the (date) palm branch.

The etrog falls under both categories #1 and #2.

3. Things in nature which depend entirely on man for their perfection, “upon which man exercises his power as their master and from which he extracts all the usefulness that is in them by his skill.” Nature supplies the raw materials only and then man refines them for his own use, e.g. his dwelling, clothing, utensils, etc. This category is represented by wood and therefore by the aravah, which has no scent (#1) or taste/sustenance (#2), something that is basically just wood. Thus, the aravah symbolizes man using his own powers and skills; it represents man’s conquest of the material world.

The Jewish people’s ideals can be compromised by over-emphasizing their material wealth and relying on their efforts alone. Therefore, the prophets instituted the beating of the aravot on Hoshana Rabbah following seven circuits around the Altar or the Torah. This symbolizes the rejection of self-seeking pride and the glorification of man’s strength. The willow reminds us of those realms in which the mastery of man’s spirit over things material manifests themselves most, those things which nourish pride. 


Another message of the aravot is that after our judgment is finally complete, we need to leave our transgressions behind and move forward with our lives. 

2. Rabbi Yisroel Miller, What’s Wrong With Being Happy? ArtScroll Publications, pp. 214-215 – Moving on after the cathartic experience of the Yamim Noraim. 

	The masters of Kabbalah tell us to strike the hoshanos (aravot) not on a bench or chair but on the ground. We are saying that we have been humbled, and we admit how low we have fallen.

And then we take our hoshanos, and we cast them aside, we throw them away. This is an integral part of the mitzvah, to signal an end to the Days of Divine Judgment.

That means: After humbling ourselves, after admitting our sins, faults, and failings; after admitting that we deserve nothing and our only poor merit is our suffering; we then take all those emotions, and we set them aside. Because, if Rosh HaShanah, Yom Kippur, and Hoshana Rabbah are properly lived, they are a deeply moving, cathartic experience. And once it’s over, [the focus on our past transgressions] must be placed aside, to allow us to move on.

We got through Rosh HaShanah, Yom Kippur and Hoshana Rabbah. But there is a limit how much time to focus on being under the gun of Divine Judgment; so we remove the leaves, and we cast the branches aside …

Some people keep a mental diary of every grievance, every real or imagined wrong that was ever committed against them. They will tell you the terrible things Mrs. So-and-so did forty years ago; and though So-and-so has long ago forgotten or even passed on, these people continue to eat themselves alive with their bitterness.

Others, often the best and most sensitive hearts, do the same thing with feelings of guilt. It takes courage to admit your mistakes, to admit to God and to yourself that you did wrong and that you are undeserving. But if you do admit, if you are saddened and humbled, then take the good from the experience, cast the rest aside, put it out of your mind and go on. It is difficult enough to face the challenges of the present; we do not need the extra weight of a painful past.


	Key Themes of Section II: 

· Hoshana Rabbah is the last day of Sukkot proper and as such the last day of the period of judgment that began on Rosh HaShanah. As such, it is also the last opportunity to do teshuvah and change the outcome of that judgment.

· The theme of judgment is reflected by the customs and awe of the Hoshana Rabbah prayer service.

· The beating of the aravot on the ground on Hoshana Rabbah reinforces the same basic themes of Sukkot discussed above: the rejection of false pride and a statement of trust in God.

· If Rosh HaShanah, Yom Kippur, and Hoshana Rabbah are properly lived, they are a deeply moving, cathartic experience. And once it’s over, the focus on our past transgressions must be placed aside, to allow us to move on.




Section III. Shemini Atzeret – Israel Stands Alone

Technically, the festival of Sukkot ends after seven days and is immediately followed by the festival of Shemini Atzeret. The Hebrew words Shemini Atzeret mean the Eighth [day] of Assembly. On this separate holiday we neither take the Four Species nor dwell in a sukkah, although outside of Israel some have the custom of eating in the sukkah on the first day of Shemini Atzeret.

1. Vayikra (Leviticus) 23:34-36 – Sukkot ends and is followed immediately by Shemini Atzeret.

	On the fifteenth day of this seventh month [Tishrei] is the festival of Sukkot, a seven-day period for God … The eighth day is a sacred holiday for you … it is a time of assembly when you may do no laborious work.
	בַּחֲמִשָּׁה עָשָׂר יוֹם לַחֹדֶשׁ הַשְּׁבִיעִי הַזֶּה חַג הַסֻּכּוֹת שִׁבְעַת יָמִים לַה' ... בַּיּוֹם הַשְּׁמִינִי מִקְרָא קֹדֶשׁ יִהְיֶה לָכֶם ... עֲצֶרֶת הִוא כָּל מְלֶאכֶת עֲבֹדָה לֹא תַעֲשׂוּ.


Part A. The After-party 

The climax of the Sukkot festival – and, indeed, of the entire year – is the day of Shemini Atzeret. As the name itself demonstrates, this day symbolizes the peak of God’s love for the Jewish people.

1. Rashi, Vayikra 23:36 – After the inspiration and closeness to God forged during Sukkot, He asks that we should stay with Him for just one more day.

	It is called Atzeret [holding back] since God says to us, “I have held you back [from leaving after Sukkot] to be with Me.” 

This is similar to a king who invited his children to a feast for a certain number of days. When the time came for the children to depart, the king said, “My children! I beg of you, stay with me for one more day, for it is difficult to see you depart.”
	עצרת היא - עצרתי אתכם אצלי

 כמלך שזימן את בניו לסעודה לכך וכך ימים כיון שהגיע זמנן להפטר אמר בני בבקשה מכם עכבו עמי עוד יום אחד קשה עלי פרידתכם:


Whereas the nations of the world have a share in the Sukkot festival, the day of Shemini Atzeret is reserved for the Jewish people alone. On this day only one bull is offered, a symbol of the Jewish people.

2. Talmud Bavli, Sukkah 55b – God’s chosen people spend an extra day with Him after the more “universal” celebration of Sukkot.

	Rabbi Elazar said, “To what do those seventy bulls [that were offered during the seven days of the festival] correspond? To the seventy primary nations of the world. To what does the single bull [of the eighth day of Shemini Atzeret] correspond? To the unique nation – the Jewish people. 

“This may be compared to a king who said to his servants, the citizens of the country, ‘Prepare for me a great feast.’ On the last day of feasting he said to his beloved friend, ‘Prepare a simple more intimate meal for me and you, that I may enjoy being with you.’”
	אמר רבי אלעזר הני שבעים פרים כנגד מי כנגד שבעים אומות פר יחידי למה כנגד אומה יחידה 
משל למלך בשר ודם שאמר לעבדיו עשו לי סעודה גדולה ליום אחרון אמר לאוהבו עשה לי סעודה קטנה כדי שאהנה ממך: 


The special relationship between Israel and God is the source of the unique joy and celebration of Shemini Atzeret. We no longer require the Four Species, physical symbols of earthly bounty, to bring us to rejoice. We are ecstatic in the pure and simple relationship we have with God Himself. 

3. Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah #324 – The joy of Sukkot needs the Four Species to focus it in the right direction; not so Shemini Atzeret whose joy is pure.

	If you should ask why on Shemini Atzeret, a day of so much joy, we do not take [the Four Species] on it – the reason is that Shemini Atzeret is solely for the sake of God, as our Sages have said: “It is like a king who made a banquet … In the end he asked them to stay back an extra day: ‘For it is difficult for me to see you leave.’” That is why it was called Atzeret [Stop, don’t leave], and that is why the day needs no additional mitzvot to remind us [of our special relationship with God].
	 ואם תשאל, שמיני עצרת שיש בו שמחה גדולה לישראל למה לא היה ניטל בו, התשובה, כי יום שמיני עצרת כולו לשם, וכמו שאמרו זכרונם לברכה, משל למלך שעשה סעודה וכו' כדאיתא במדרש, ולבסוף אמר להם עכבו עמי יום אחד שקשה עלי פרידתכם, ולפיכך נקרא עצרת, ואם כן אין צריך זכרון אחר. 




While on Sukkot we appreciate the “spiritual harvest” (as explained in the second Morasha shiur on Sukkot), Shemini Atzeret focuses directly on our relationship with God. Unlike Sukkot, which developed our joy through the mitzvot of the sukkah, Four Species, and the daily celebrations of the Simchat Beit HaShoevah, Shemini Atzeret goes directly to the Source, rejoicing in the special bond between God and the Jewish people. 

Part B. The World to Come

Of course, the ultimate “after-party” will be the World to Come. It is the after-party of all existence. Whereas Sukkot represented the Messianic Era, Shemini Atzeret symbolizes this final stage in the history of Creation.

The theme of the World to Come is reflected in the way this holiday is celebrated. Like the mitzvah of the Four Species, the mitzvah of dwelling in a sukkah also does not apply on Shemini Atzeret (Rosh HaShanah 4b), as explained by the following source.

1. Sfas Emes, Devarim (Sukkot), year 5632 – Shemini Atzeret does not require a sukkah, which provides physical protection, since the day has an aspect of the World to Come where physical protection will not be necessary.

	The eight days of the festival are the life-giving force of the entire year. The extension of life from Rosh HaShanah takes place on Sukkot, as embodied by the Pouring of the Water [which symbolizes life]. The seven days of Sukkot represent life in this world, and therefore have a connection to the other nations of the world, which is why seventy bulls are brought as sacrifices. Shemini Atzeret, however, represents life in the World to Come, which is a life that is unique to the Jews, as the Torah is our life. 

Life in this world is outwardly focused and therefore we need protection and a sukkah, which is God’s testimony about us that the main focus in our lives is Torah and life in the Next World … But Shemini Atzeret, which represents the life of the World to Come [as explained above], does not require the protection and shelter of the sukkah. It is itself a sukkah!
	ח' ימי החג נותנים חיים לכל ימי השנה. כי התפשטות החיות מר"ה הוא בחג וזה ניסוך המים. וז' ימי סוכות הם חיי עולם הזה ולכך יש אחיזה גם לאומות וזהו ע' פרים. אבל שמיני עצרת הוא חיי עולם הבא. והוא החיים המיוחד לישראל שהתורה עיקר חיינו. ...

חיי עוה"ז רק חיצוניות ולכך צריך הגנה וסוכה, שהיא העדות שהקב"ה מעיד עלינו כי עיקר חיינו התורה וחיי עוה"ב. ... אבל שמ"ע שהוא ממש חיי עוה"ב כנ"ל לא צריך הגנה וצל הסוכה רק הוא בחי' סוכה ממש.


	Key Themes of Section III:

· Immediately following the seven-day festival of Sukkot comes the independent holiday of Shemini Atzeret.

· The name Atzeret expresses the meaning of the day: God said, “Stop! Rejoice with Me for one more day.” While Sukkot is a universal festival, Shemini Atzeret is unique for the Jewish people. God celebrates with His chosen ones.

· Unlike Sukkot, which developed our joy through the mitzvot of the sukkah, Four Species, and Simchat Beit HaShoevah, Shemini Atzeret goes directly to the Source, rejoicing in the special bond between God and the Jewish people.

· Whereas Sukkot is thematically related to the Messianic Era, Shemini Atzeret relates to the next stage of existence, the World to Come.




Section IV. Simchat Torah – The Joy of Torah

A custom of the Simchat Torah holiday is that of dancing with the Torah. A story is told about the Baal Shem Tov during the dancing on Simchat Torah one year. In a state of ecstasy, the Baal Shem Tov called out: “Israel, you holy people. What is the cause of your great joy? It is our holy Torah! Do the other nations ever rejoice while holding their sacred books? And what kind of parties do they throw in the time of their rejoicing? And we, the Jewish people, where do you find us in the season of our rejoicing? Inside the synagogues. And why are we dancing and singing? In honor of the holy Torah. When are we united, as one person with one heart? On Simchat Torah! Therefore, I say to you, Israel, my holy people! This day is a triple joy – the joy of the Torah, the joy of the Jewish people, and the joy of the Holy One, Blessed Be He.” (Rabbi Shmuel Butman, the Baal Shem Tov Foundation.)

In Israel, the day of Shemini Atzeret is also celebrated as Simchat Torah. Outside the Land of Israel, where Shemini Atzeret is observed for two days, the second day is reserved for Simchat Torah. On this day, the joy of being close to God is expressed by delighting in His greatest gift to mankind, the Torah. 

As we will see below, the joy of celebrating the intimate relationship between Israel and God and the joy of the Torah are one and the same. The day on which the Torah was given to Israel, as the Mishnah (Ta’anit 4:6) teaches, is considered the “day of His (God’s) wedding (with Israel).” The Torah binds us eternally with God. By celebrating with the Torah, we celebrate our relationship with God.

Part A. How Simchat Torah is Celebrated

In synagogues throughout the world, Jews publicly read the entire Five Books of Moses (the complete Torah scroll) every year. This reading cycle is both completed and begun again on Simchat Torah.

1. Rema, Orach Chaim 669:1 – The start and finish of the yearly Torah reading cycle is marked with singing and dancing both in the evening and the next day.

	This last day is referred to as Simchat Torah, because we rejoice and make a celebratory feast on that day to celebrate the completion of the Torah … We also have the custom in these lands … to remove all of the Torah scrolls in the ark and recite songs and praises. … We also have the custom to encircle the bimah with the scrolls … all [of these customs are] out of joy. We also have the custom to call up many people to the Torah … we also call up all of the children. 
	וקורין יום טוב האחרון שמחת תורה לפי ששמחין ועושין בו סעודת משתה לגמרה של תורה ... ועוד נהגו במדינות אלו להוציא בשמחת תורה ערבית ושחרית כל ספרי תורה שבהיכל ואומרים זמירות ותשבחות וכל מקום לפי מנהגו ועוד נהגו להקיף עם ספרי התורות הבימה שבבית הכנסת ... והכל משום שמחה ונהגו עוד להרבות הקרואים לספר תורה ... עוד נהגו לקרות כל הנערים לספר תורה... 


2. Mishnah Berurah 669:11 – The greatest Sages in history danced and sang songs to thank God for the precious gift of the Torah.

	A person should exert himself to dance and sing for the glory of the Torah, as it is written concerning King David that he would leap and dance with all his strength before God (II Samuel 6:16). This is also stated in the name of the Arizal. Furthermore, the Arizal is said to have achieved his highest spiritual levels at the time that he exerted himself with all his might for the joy of a mitzvah. Even concerning the Vilna Gaon it has been written that he would dance before the Torah scrolls with all his strength. 
	יש להתאמץ בזה לרקד ולזמר לכבוד התורה כמו שכתוב גבי דהע"ה מפזז ומכרכר בכל עוז לפני ד' וכ"כ משם האר"י ז"ל והעידו על האר"י ז"ל שאמר שהמעלה העליונה שהשיג באה לו ע"י שהיה משמח בכל עוז בשמחה של מצוה וגם על הגר"א ז"ל כתבו שהיה מרקד לפני הס"ת בכל כחו:


The dancing proceeds in hakafot (circuits) around the bimah where honorees hold all the Torah scrolls. In the morning, the hakafot are repeated, and the last section of the Torah is read. Every man in the shul is called to the Torah (unlike a regular Shabbat when only seven are called). 

Part B. Why Simchat Torah is Observed on Shemini Atzeret

One might have thought that the most appropriate day for the celebration of Simchat Torah would have been Shavuot, the anniversary of the day we received the Torah at Sinai. Why do we sing and dance with Torah scrolls specifically on Shemini Atzeret?

1. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Sifsei Chaim, Vol. I, p. 346 – Shemini Atzeret is the natural choice for the day upon which to celebrate the Torah.

	The connection between Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah is clear, for there is no greater expression of the essence of Shemini Atzeret, a day totally devoted to cleaving to God, other than rejoicing with the Torah that God gave to His people, by virtue of which we cleave to God’s blessed Being.
	יתבאר לנו הקשר בין שמיני עצרת לשמחת תורה, כי אין דבר נשגב יותר לבטא את מהות יום שמיני עצרת, יום שכולו דביקות בהקב"ה, אלא על ידי שמחה בתורה שנתן הקב"ה לעמו, שעל ידה אנו דבקים במציותו יתברך. 


There is no joy quite so unique to the Jewish people as the joy we have over the Torah.

2. Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, Jewish Philosophy (audio series) – Our dancing is an expression of our love for God’s word and wisdom.

	“This great nation [the Jewish people] is wise and understanding” (Devarim/Deuteronomy 4:6). We love God’s wisdom! We’re crazy for it – there is no other nation that I know of that gets up and sings and dances with their books as we do on Simchat Torah. Did you ever see a professor sing and dance with his books?


3. Rabbi Eliyahu Kitov, Sefer HaToda’ah (Book of our Heritage), Ch. 8 – Following the destruction of the Temple, the Torah is the exclusive place of joy where the Divine Presence can reside. 

	This joy is greater than any other for this joy is constant and will never be nullified or lessened. Even after the destruction of the Temple, the ruin of Jerusalem, and the exile of Israel among the nations, the joy of the Torah has never departed nor been diminished. 

As the Sages have stated, “From the day that the Temple was destroyed, God has no Presence in His world other than the four cubits of halachah” (Berachot 8a). How could this be, for who took away God’s world from Him? Rather, the correct understanding of this statement is that the Divine Presence only rests in a place where there is joy and no sadness. After the destruction, the entire world was sunk into desolation and diminution. Everything was affected, even mitzvot [Mishnah, Sotah 9:12-13]. 

The Torah and the “four cubits of halachah,” however, remained untouched, and the joy of the Torah remains as complete as it was before the Destruction. Therefore, the Divine Presence continues to dwell there and rejoices with Israel on the day of Simchat Torah.
	וגדולה שמחה זו מכל שאר שמחה, שהיא תדירה ואינה בטלה לעולם וגם אינה מתמעטת כלל. אפילו חרב בית המקדש וחרבה ירושלים וישראל נשתעבדו בין האומות, שמחה זו של התורה לא פסקה מהם ולא נתמעטה. 
וכך אמרו החכמים: 'מיום שחרב בית המקדש אין לו להקדוש ברוך הוא אלא ד' אמות של הלכה בלבד' וכי מי נטל מהקב"ה את עולמו? אלא שאין השכינה שורה אלא במקום שהשמחה שורה שם, ואין שם לא עצב, ולא חורבן; ומיום שחרב בית המקדש - כל העולם נעשה חרב ושמם, שהחורבן נגע בכל ואפילו תקפן ועיזוזן של המצוות, אינם כמו שהיו לפני החורבן, 
ואילו בתורה ובד' אמות של ההלכה - שם לא נגע החורבן כלל, ושם השמחה שלמה ותמה כמו שהיתה לפני החורבן, ולפיכך גם השכינה שורה שם ושמחה עם ישראל בשמחת תורה:




	Key Themes of Section IV:

· On the last day of the holiday season we celebrate the closeness of our relationship with God by delighting in the Torah, singing and dancing with it night and day.

· On Simchat Torah we also finish, and then restart, the annual cycle of Torah readings. Every man and boy is called to read from the Torah in conclusion of the annual reading cycle.

· The joy of having been given God’s most precious gift, the Torah, has never been diminished throughout our history. On Simchat Torah we allow its fullest expression.




Section V.  The Joy That Permeates the Entire Year

At last, we have arrived at the culmination of our High Holiday experience. On Rosh HaShanah, we affirmed that God created and guides the universe. We coronated God as King of the world amidst shofar blasts that still resonate within us. As we were judged for another year of life, health, and prosperity, we reaffirmed our commitment to be part of the great chain of the Jewish people. 

We understood that we are responsible for our mistakes and began the process of the Ten Days of Teshuvah to perfect our shortcomings.  As we approached Yom Kippur we asked forgiveness from our family, friends, and associates for any wrongdoing or harm we may have caused them. We entered Yom Kippur acknowledging that God created each of us with a unique mission to fulfill and that we may have misused the attributes and resources granted us to achieve our goals. We asked God for forgiveness for all our transgressions, whether between ourselves and others or God, and resolved to make this new year extraordinary with a concrete, viable plan to come closer to achieving our potential.  

We left Yom Kippur purified and elevated and within five days became surrounded by the unbounded joys of Sukkot – confident that we earned a meritorious judgment; appreciating the power and unity of the Jewish people; comforted by recognizing that God sustains, protects, and guides us; bolstered by the feeling of closeness and intimacy with God provided by the sukkah; and awakened to the reality check that this world is a means to the World to Come. 

And then, upon leaving the sukkah, after intensive days and weeks of climbing the mountains of personal refinement and spiritual growth, we might expect to descend from the summit and commit the hard work and beautiful experience to a distant memory. But that is not the case. Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah strengthen the foundation we have built since Rosh HaShanah and bring us to an even higher level of happiness, which will infuse our lives throughout the year.

1. Rabbi Shimshon Pinkus, Sichot Rav Shimshon Pinkus: Sukkot, p. 172 – The difference between Shemini Atzeret and the other festivals.

	There is a great difference between all the festivals and Shemini Atzeret. On the other festivals we use “objects” in order to achieve an inspiration and influence of holiness. Eating matzah on Pesach – it is the “bread of our belief” – this impacts our belief in the Exodus from Egypt. The shofar is capable of shocking and breaking the heart and inspires one to do teshuvah. “The finding of God” during the Ten Days of Repentance engenders a closeness when He comes near to us. The completeness of purity on Yom Kippur comes from “God becoming the mikvah of the Jewish people.” Such is the way a Jew becomes elevated from festival to festival.  And especially on Sukkot the closeness and connection [to God] is strengthened by waving the Four Species and by living in a sukkah in the company of the “holy guests.”
	אמנם הבדל גדול יש בין כל המועדות ובין "שמיני עצרת". בכל החגים אנו משתמשים בכלים בכדי להגיע להתעוררות והשפעה של קדושה. אכילת המצה בפסח – "נהמא דמהימנותא", משפיעה את האמונה של יציאת מצריים. השופר נועד לזעזע ולשבור את הלב ולעורר לתשובה. "בהמצאו" של עשרת ימי תשובה משפיע קירבת השי"ת בהיותו מצוי אלינו, ושלימות הטהרה של יום הכיפורים היא ע"י "מקווה ישראל ה'". כך מתעלה היהודי מחג אל חג, ובמיוחד בסוכות מתחזקת הקירבה והדביקות ע"י הנענועים של ארבעת המינים וע"י הישיבה בסוכה בחברת ה"אושפזין קדישין".



2. Ibid, pp. 172-3 – The connection forged with God on Shemini Atzeret continues throughout the year.

	According to the explanation of the Vilna Gaon (Divrei Eliyahu, Parshat Re’eh) the verse, “And you will be completely joyous” (Devarim 16:15) teaches that we celebrate the festival [Shemini Atzeret] without a lulav and without a sukkah, a festival of joy without the “objects” and external influences.  “Completely joyous” refers to this last night [and day] of Shemini Atzeret.  The spiritual work of Shemini Atzeret is to come close to God and connect with Him without performing specific mitzvot.  

The influence of the festival of Shemini Atzeret permeates every day of the year. This is the close connection between the Jewish people and God … Through this, a person builds himself to completion throughout the year. The joy is the desire and connection to God. Regarding this the Holy Zohar writes that all the Gates are open on Shemini Atzeret since it is day of joy. The power of its influence of desire [for God] and joy is greater than all the other days. 
	כדברי הגר"א, "והיית אך שמח" (דברים טז:טו) ממועט מכל הכלים של העבודה, יו"ט בלי לולב ובלי סוכה, יו"ט של שמחה ללא כלים והשפעה מבחוץ. "אך שמח", מיעוט כל הכלים וריבוי ליל יו"ט האחרון לשמחה. העבודה של שמיני עצרת היא להיות קרוב אל השי"ת ודבוק בו בלי מצוות מעשיות של האיברים... 
ההשפעה של היו"ט של "שמיני עצרת" היא למשך כל ימות השנה. זהו שיא הדביקות בין כלל ישראל לקב"ה... בזה נבנה האדם השלם למשך ימות החול של כל השנה. ענין השמחה היא התרצות והשתייכות עם השי"ת. ע"ז נאמר בזוה"ק שכל השערים נפתחים בשמיני עצרת מפני שהוא יום של שמחה. כח ההשפעה של ההתרצות והשמחה גדול מכל הימים האחרים.   



Shemini Atzeret is the transition point from a world surrounded with extra mitzvot to the world of “regular” mitzvot, and propels us forward, fortified with a newly strengthened foundation in Judaism and connection to God. 

	Key Themes of Section V:

· There is a great difference between Shemini Atzeret and all other festivals. On the other festivals we use “objects” such as matzah, a lulav, or a sukkah in order to achieve an inspiration and influence of holiness.
· The influence of the festival of Shemini Atzeret permeates every day of the year. It is built upon the foundation of the High Holy Days. This is the close connection between the Jewish people and God.


	Class Summary:

What is the connection between the sukkah and the Messianic Era?

· The sukkah reflects the peaceful existence of the world united under God in the Messianic era. As such, the prophets understood that the ultimate battle leading up to those times would be between those who appreciate the message of the sukkah and those who do not.
Why are offerings brought during the Sukkot festival for the nations of the world?

· On Sukkot the world is judged concerning water. Since non-Jews need rainfall as much as anyone else, that judgment affects them too. The bull offerings brought on Sukkot provide a numerical allusion to the non-Jewish nations of the world, indicating that these offerings are for their benefit. In the times of King Solomon some of the wise men among the non-Jews understood this; in the future, they all will. 
Why is the aravah beaten on the last day of Sukkot?

· The aravah represents the raw material that man uses to fashion things for himself. As such, it symbolizes man’s false pride in being able to take care of himself without need of Divine assistance. 

· Beating the aravah reinforces the same basic themes of Sukkot that we have discussed, namely the awareness of our reliance upon God and our trust in Him alone as the source of blessing in our lives.

What is the significance of Shemini Atzeret, an “extra festival” juxtaposed to Sukkot?

· Shemini Atzeret, while following on the heels of Sukkot, is a completely independent holiday. Like Sukkot, it is a time of joy. But unlike Sukkot, the joy it celebrates is not the blessings we have received from God, but simply the unique bond that we, the Jewish people, have with Him.

Why is Simchat Torah celebrated on Shemini Atzeret?

· Once we are already focusing on the joy of our unique relationship with God, it is only natural that our feelings will be expressed in appreciation for the object most representative of that relationship – the Torah, with which we were “wed” with God. As God’s greatest gift to us, we delight in the Torah night and day in the ecstatic celebrations of Simchat Torah.
How Do Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah impact the entire year?

· Shemini Atzeret is the transition point from a world surrounded with extra mitzvot to the world of “regular” mitzvot, and propels us forward, fortified with a newly strengthened foundation in Judaism and connection to God. 

· Simchat Torah invigorates our appreciation for the precious wisdom of the Torah when we complete the Torah readings and begin the cycle anew. There is no other nation that that gets up and sings and dances with their books as we do on Simchat Torah! 
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