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There are three Pilgrimage festivals in our tradition. They commemorate historical 

experiences of three different durations. 

Shavuot celebrates the giving of the Torah which took place (according to 

tradition) on a morning in late spring. We stay up (some of us) all night to receive 

it at dawn. We read the Ten Commandments. Shavuot is a one-day festival (two 

days in the Diaspora). 

Pesach celebrates the Exodus from Egypt. The Exodus is a cluster of events: the 

preparation for the Exodus; the night of watching; the beginning of the trek, the 

crossing of the Red Sea. That’s why Pesach is a seven-day festival: the first day 

commemorates the start of the Exodus; the seventh, the crossing of the sea. 

Sukkot celebrates a far long period of time than either of the other holidays: the 

journey through the wilderness; a forty-year journey. Yes, there was a beginning; 

and yes, there was an end; but most of the time it must have seemed endless. 

Maybe that’s why the holiday comes after a cluster of holydays (Rosh HaShanah 

and Yom Kippur) and continues even beyond itself, with Shmini Atzeret and 

Simchat Torah—a 9 day holiday (in the Diaspora)!! 

Shavuot celebrates what makes us distinct as a nation (Torah). Pesach celebrates 

freedom from slavery (which we have enjoyed and which we hope others will as 

well); Sukkot celebrates God’s protection over us, each and every day of the year. 

If God sheltered the Children of Israel for forty years, surely he can shelter us as 

well. 

Now, one of the theological concepts of a traditional age that is hard to see 

manifest in today’s world is Providence (hashgachah). In a world in which we have 

witnessed colossal cases of tragedy and loss, how does the notion of God’s shelter 
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have any meaning for us? There was just a tsunami in Samoa. It killed 170. One in 

the Indian Ocean in 2004 killed nearly 230,000 people in eleven countries. The 

notion that God watches over us, that He shelters us—it’s hard to take. As one of 

the displaced refugees might say, “Don’t tell me about Providence!” 

And yet, I think that God’s Providence is a concept that makes sense today—as 

much as it ever did. We don’t give enough credit to our ancestors when we suggest 

that they lived in a world that couldn’t understand what we today understand about 

how the world works. 

Our rabbinic ancestors certainly understood that the world was an unpredictable 

place. A chaotic place. A place where bad things can happen to good people as 

well as to bad people. Job didn’t live yesterday. He lived a long time ago, and his 

story is recorded in the Bible. When the rabbis spoke and wrote of God’s sheltering 

presence, they weren’t naïve. And the best proof is the symbol they chose for it: 

the sukkah. 

The sukkah is, you might say, a pathetic symbol for God’s Providence. It’s fragile. 

It’s temporary. It isn’t solid. (In fact, its lack of solidity is part of its architectural 

design. There’s no such thing as an airtight sukkah. All of them are naturally 

ventilated.) Although they needn’t be flimsy, many are. (I recently read a sermon 

delivered by my colleague, Rabbi Michael Friedland. He begins it by thanking the 

folks who put up his shul’s sukkah, and especially the ones who put it up the 

second time! A freakish windstorm had come up just before Yom Kippur and 

blown it down. A bunch of guys then got together and salvaged some of the pieces 

to create a smaller but sturdier structure.) 

The rabbis chose an odd symbol if they were seeking to concretize an image of 

God as watching over our every need and want in a personal and literal way. They 

must have understood God’s Providence differently from the way that we think 

they did. 

They understood that life can be, to quote Thomas Hobbes, “nasty, brutish and 

short.” And yet, they didn’t stop there. They also knew that life can be filled with 

God’s presence and yes, even God’s protective embrace. But the way that that 

embrace is experienced is different from what you might imagine. 
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Why does the sukkah symbolize God’s protection of the Israelites in the 

Wilderness? The simple answer is that “He made the Children of Israel to dwell in 

sukkot.” But were those real, tangible sukkot? Rabbi Akiba says, Yes, but Rabbi 

Eliezer says, No. The Children of Israel didn’t live in sukkot in the Wilderness. 

That doesn’t make sense. They lived under the protection of God’s sheltering 

clouds (ananei hakavod). Now, to us, it’s as unlikely that the Children of Israel 

were sheltered by clouds as by sukkot, but that’s only because we’re understanding 

the word “cloud” literally. God’s presence is like a cloud, because: it gives 

protection from the heat of the sun; it is moist and refreshing; it is opaque. A cloud 

is a rich metaphor. A sukkah is, then, a metaphor for a metaphor! And yet, this 

metaphor of a metaphor is also real. We have to take real leaves and branches—in 

my case, bamboo—real, natural vegetation that was once attached to the ground 

and now no longer is—and sit underneath it. The s’chach is the ultimate 

sustainable shelter. If the s’chach has been manufactured, it’s pasul—unacceptable. 

It must be natural—yet can no longer itself be growing from the ground. 

All of life is lived within a sukkah. That’s the real world. The world of buildings 

and central heating and windows—that’s the imaginative world. When all is said 

and done, all we have are our values and one another. All we have is our history, 

our tradition, our laws, our customs, our stories, and we have the love and support 

of one another. 

Last night, we had dinner in our sukkah. To get food and dishes out there, you have 

to step onto our porch, open a door, go down a few steps, avoid hitting the grill or 

tripping over the shrubs. And yet, when everyone chips in, it’s not so difficult. In 

fact, it’s fun and joyful. And among the reasons it’s joyful is that it’s not entirely in 

our hands. After all, we’re not going to get the privilege and the pleasure of eating 

lunch in the sukkah (because of the heavy rainful). What can you do? 

The full quote by Thomas Hobbes is that the life of man is “solitary, poor, nasty, 

brutish and short.” Well, we can do a lot, as a community, about the first four of 

those. We can be instruments of God’s presence in making this community one 

where everyone feels him or herself as sheltered in the Presence of God.  

Kein y’hi ratzon. 


