
Counting Diamonds 

Rabbi Ariel Rackovsky 

The Jewish Center Sukkos 5771 

 

Until well into his ninth decade, the late Lubavitcher Rebbe had a unique practice. Every 

Sunday afternoon, he would stand in a room near his study at 770 Eastern Parkway, and 

would receive guests in a receiving line. Thousands of people from all over the world 

would descend upon Crown Heights to receive a blessing, some words of counsel and a 

dollar from the Rebbe, with the instruction that they give it to Tzedaka. This latter 

practice was based on a dictum of his father in law, the previous Lubavitcher Rebbe, R’ 

Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn, who used to say that whenever two people encounter one 

another, something good should result for a third. This receiving line was known as 

“Sunday Dollars,” and would often stretch until the late hours of the night and the early 

morning. For eight, nine hours at a time, the octogenarian Rebbe would remain standing 

and speak to every person who walked by. The story is told of one elderly woman who 

could not contain her amazement. "Rebbe, how do you do it? How is it that you do not 

tire?" The Rebbe smiled and replied: "Every soul is a diamond. Can one grow tired of 

counting diamonds?" 

 

There is a unique Halacha when it comes to sitting in the Sukkah. The Talmud tells us 

that in the event that it rains on Sukkos (or, as was common in my childhood, if it snows), 

if it is uncomfortably hot or even if there are too many, we are exempt from sitting in the 

Sukkah. This is because of the well known principle in the laws of Sukkah, set forth in 

Masechas Sukkah (25b): 

מצטער פטור מן הסוכה: אמר רבי אבא בר זבדא אמר רב  



 Someone experiencing discomfort and sorrow is exempt from the מצוה of sitting in the 

Sukkah. Indeed, this is codified in the Shulchan Aruch as well: 

  ד:חן ערוך אורח חיים הלכות סוכה סימן תרמשול

) מצטער חייב לאכול שם כזית' אבל בלילה ראשונה אפי   הוא ולא משמשיו ,מצטער פטור מן הסוכה

או מפני הזבובים והפרעושים וכיוצא , מפני הרוח  זה שאינו יכול לישן בסוכה איזהו מצטער ;(כל בו(

 ,מקרהודוקא שבא לו הצער ב; או מפני הריח  ,בהם

While on the first night, there is still a מצוה to eat something in the Sukkah even if the 

weather is inclement, in general, there is no obligation any other time to sit in the Sukkah 

when the weather is inclement and would be unpleasant for those sitting in the Sukkah. If 

you think about it, this is quite a shocking halacha. Think about all the other mitzvos we 

know about. Is difficulty or unpleasantness ever an excuse to avoid doing them?  

• A woman who finds it difficult or unpleasant to go to the והמק  is not exempt from 

keeping the laws of טהרת המשפחה, and a man who does not like getting up early 

in the morning and putting on Tefillin is not exempt from that either. 

• No one is exempt from keeping Shabbos, no matter how difficult or inconvenient 

it may be to do so.  

• No one is exempt from the prohibition against telling לשון הרע, no matter how 

hard it might be. 

Why is that the case? 

 

Perhaps we can suggest that Sukkah is qualitatively different from all other מצוות we 

have. Other mitzvos are expressed primarily in the realm of an action, or refraining from 

action. For a Sukkah, though, the way to keep it is not through specific actions in the 



Sukkah, but by carrying out one’s broader life in it. Chazal taught us this principle- תשבו

 that the lives we carry out in our home should, in principle, be transferred for -כעין תדורו

the period of the chag to our Sukkah.  My friend Rabbi Jonathan Gross is the Rabbi of 

the Beth Israel Synagogue, the largest (and, aside from Chabad, the only) Orthodox 

Synagogue in the state of Nebraska. If you have ever been to Nebraska, you know that 

Nebraskans have an undying and profound love the for University of Nebraska Huskers. 

The Huskers have not had a football game that hasn’t been sold out in many decades. 

With this in mind, you can understand some of the questions Rabbi Gross was asked 

about Sukkos. I reproduce them here, along with his answers. 

 

Is it appropriate to hang a University of Nebraska banner in my Sukkah? 

Rabbi Gross:…Traditional decorations generally reflect some kind of Jewish 

theme, but there is certainly no prohibition, especially if it is something that 

would normally hang in your home. 

 

Can I watch the Nebraska Cornhusker game in my sukkah? 

Rabbi Gross: Obviously not if the game is on Shabbat or Yom Tov.  But if the 

game is on Saturday night and Sunday is one of the intermediate days of Sukkot 

then it is actually preferable to watch the game in the sukkah.  The halachah is 

you should dwell in the sukkah as you dwell in your home and if you normally 

watch the game then, on sukkot you should do so in your sukkah.   

 



Sukkos is completely different from the other מצוות   because it is the backdrop on which 

our life takes place. Rav Yehuda Amital zt”l, the late Rosh Yeshiva of Yeshivat Har 

Eztion about whom we have spoken and heard so much here in our shul, used this notion 

to explain this unique הלכה in reference to a the Sukkah. If the Sukkah is supposed to be 

the place where we carry out our lives, the way we observe it is paradigmatic of the way 

we should live our lives. If we are מצטערים, if we no longer view life as a source of joy 

and happiness, we have a problem. We no longer derive benefit and enjoyment from any 

of the actions we perform, and that is no way to live. When we reach that point, we no 

longer belong on the Sukkah.  

 

If we are honest with ourselves, there are numerous ways we allow our lives to be 

miserable- to be sources of צער. Perhaps the area this is most common is in the area of 

mitzvah observance itself.  So often, we convey the feeling, through our actions, words 

and attitudes, that a life of mitzvos is principally one of burden and inconvenience. It’s 

the question I get all the time. “Rabbi, what are you going to do about the second day of 

Yom Tov.” Of course, one way to deal with this is through making aliyah. But until that 

happens, why not view Yom Tov- yes, even a three day Yom Tov- as an opportunity? It’s 

another chance to spend time with family and catch up with them, and to disconnect 

meaningfully from the frenetic technological pace that our lives seem to lead. And it’s 

not just Yom Tov; it’s kashrus. I often hear complaints from people about various laws of 

kashrus, and even the institution in general- some people feel they are just in place to 

feed the families of otherwise unemployable Rabbis. And there are numerous other 

examples like this, of people who view  a complete religious life as one that is an 



albatross around our necks. The Sukkah challenges us to examine our spiritual lives, and 

to look for the ways they can become sources of joy and happiness- not burdensome 

sources of annoyance or depression.  

 

Of course, it’s not just about mitzvos. So often, the blessings in our lives, the very things 

that bring us joy are viewed as sources of burden. Listen to the way people talk about the 

stresses in their lives; they make fun of their spouses, they complain about their children, 

they grumble about their homes- there are people who would love to have any or all of 

those, yet the people that have them view them as a source of צער. I learned a very 

powerful lesson about this from, of all things, a dog and his owner. A few weeks ago, 

right before Rosh Hashanah, I was walking home one evening and on the corner of my 

block, at the Screme on the corner of 94
th
 and Amsterdam, there was a man enjoying an 

ice cream while an absolutely enormous St. Bernard was seated beside him. I have 

always been fascinated with huge dogs, so I went over to the dog and his owner to strike 

up a conversation, and get a better look. The poor dog was clearly struggling to remain 

cool in the warm weather; he was panting heavily, his tongue was lolling out, he was 

drooling and smelled quite offensive, but, in the finest traditions of his breed, he was as 

friendly as can be.  When the dog got up, he literally reached my waist. Knowing that 

such large dogs are quite expensive to care for, I asked the owner whether it was a 

financial burden, or a significant emotional investment to care for such a huge dog. He 

said, “When you love somebody, you always make room.” This should be our attitude. 

The people in our lives- our family, our friends- they should be sources of joy for us, 

people for whom we make room, and not sources of  ערצ  for us.  It was this lesson that 



the Rebbe, with his remark about diamonds, was teaching the woman who asked him the 

incredulous question during “Sunday Dollars.” Nothing- not mitzvos, not family, not the 

opportunity to interact with a fellow Jew- is a burden when it is viewed as a source of 

joy.  

 

Sukkos challenges us to turn our lives into sources of joy, and to enjoy our lives from a 

perspective of simplicity and gratitude. Let us learn this lesson, the lesson of  מצטער פטור

  .זמן שמחתינו so that it will truly be a ,מן הסוכה

 

 

 

 


