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There is something awfully endearing about the arba’a minim (the four species 

taken on Sukkot). They represent the very best that Jewish living has to offer. Someone 
e-mailed me pictures of a marketplace in Raanana. The kids were looking, the adults 
were looking. Even ostensibly, non-religious Jews were looking. Everyone looked 
excited. The arba’a minim, have a way of eliciting a real response from people. They are 
all intrigued and engaged. 

 
I have found all sorts of people interested in the lulav and etrog. I have the 

practice of carrying around my own over the holiday. There are always questions.  
Sometimes, non-Jews will ask about the palm branch or know that this is the time of the 
Feast of Tabernacles (as any of the 8,000 Christian pilgrims visiting Israel this week 
could tell you). More commonly, Jews will recognize the species and ask a question or 
request an opportunity to give them a shake. I consider it a badge of honor to have my 
arba’a minim used for this purpose – even if, at times, they might get damaged by all the 
man-handling.  

 
Why are the arba’a minim so fascinating to everyone? Perhaps because they 

allow us to express our personality and our individuality. Everybody has their own taste 
in etrog. I saw it before the holiday in distributing the KJ sets. People ask if the one they 
had selected was a “nice one.” I always respond, “Of course it is nice. You liked it and 
you picked it out.” Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Some beholders like the yellow 
or the bumps or the big one or the tall one. Sometimes, these preferences are held 
regardless of the specific hiddurim (priorities) that are delineated in the Talmud and 
Shulchan Aruch. Etrogim bring out our unique personalities.  

 
You should look around to see how people shake their lulav. Some people want a 

lulav “that moves,” so that the leaves shake. Some like a solid lulav that doesn’t move at 
all. Some people gyrate wildly as they swing the lulav around, while others are much 
more dignified – barely moving their arms while performing the na’anuim (movements). 
The na’anuim are discussed in Jewish law, but, often, we shake the lulav in accordance 
with our own unique style. 
 

The arba’a minim also reflect our individual religious personalities. The Midrash 
teaches that each of the arba’a minim represents a different type of Jew. The etrog, with 
its taste and smell, represents those Jews who have both Jewish learning and perform 
good deeds. The lulav, which only has a taste, represents those Jews who have Jewish 
knowledge but are lacking the performance component. The hadas, which has only a 
smell, is representative of those within our family who, while unlearned, are dedicated to 
the performance of good deeds and mitzvot. The arava, which has neither taste nor smell, 
is a symbol of those Jews who, regrettably, are unlearned and also do not perform 
religious acts. On Sukkot, we take all four together in a sign of love and unity. All Jews, 
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regardless of religious identity or lack thereof, are part of our people. Every Jew, with his 
or her individual identity and personality, contributes significantly to the well-being of 
the collective Am Yisrael. 
 

Another example of this is Noy Sukkah – the decorations in the sukkah. There are 
differing attitudes towards sukkah decoration. Many Jews embrace decoration. The 
halakhic status of the decorations – the permissibility in touching them or picking them 
up should they fall - is part of the Talmudic and later legal debates. Others, including, 
many Hasidic communities, eschew decorations. They prefer to let the simplicity of the 
sukkah speak for itself in highlighting God’s protection of His people. I admit to being 
partial to the decorations – we had a chandelier in our sukkah. This is a machloket 
l’sheim shamayim (an argument for the sake of heaven). Which is right? Both. That is 
why Sukkot is such a joyous time. We rejoice with what we bring to Sukkot. It is 
described in the Talmud as a mitzvah kallah – an easy or fundamental mitzvah. It is 
example of what Jewish living should be – inviting, accessible, within reach. While 
Jewish law directs our behavior, there is a need for our personal imprint on our Judaism. 
We can’t look to others to tell us how to make our Judaism meaningful. Our Judaism 
requires from us our own ta’am, flavor, and our own uniquel individual personality. 

 
We see this as well in the mitzvah of simchat yom tov, rejoicing on the festival. 

The Talmud’s insistence on meat and wine is tempered in Jewish law (Rambam Yom 
Tov 6:17): 

 Each person according to what s/he enjoys -כל אחד ואחד כראוי לו
 
If one is to make an attempt at true happiness, it cannot be done by simply following 
mechanical rules. Time and effort must be invested in thinking about what makes 
ourselves, our wives, and our children happy. Rav Shlomo Zalman Aurbach, of blessed 
memory, once met a student who was holding a very expensive etrog. He asked the 
student if he had also fulfilled the mitzvah of simchat yom tov by buying his wife 
something for yom tov with the same hiddur - level of concern and cost - as in 
purchasing an etrog. He pled the fifth. Simchat yom tov is about individuality and 
personality.  

 
Sukkot presents us with a clear example of how each of us brings a unique 

perspective to Jewish life and the Jewish people. One of the best things about Judaism is 
that each of us has his or her own individual religious identity. We like different etrogim, 
we shake our lulavim in different ways, we decorate our sukkahs differently (or don’t), 
and we buy different things for our loved ones to celebrate yom tov. This is a beautiful 
and wonderful thing!  

 
In this vein, I’d like to share something I feel is diminishing in the Modern 

Orthodox community. I feel that some of this special ta’am, individuality and personality 
is in eclipse and, perhaps, even under assault.   

 
Rabbi Dr. Seth Kadish, an American-born educator now living in Israel, wrote an 

article entitled “Rabbanut B’li Ta’am – the Anti-Democratic Structure of Synagogue Life 
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in Israel.” Kadish examines the rabbanut mekomit, local municipal rabbinate in Israel, 
and explains how, in most communities, the rabbis and religious lay officials are 
woefully out of touch with the Jewish community. Kadish argues that “the very existence 
of Israel’s local rabbinate as an official institution creates terrible distortions in the Torah 
leadership of Israel's religious communities and in the way Torah is presented to the 
wider Israeli public, with grave ramifications in particular for the future of Modern 
Orthodoxy in Israel.” He describes a situation where an official rabbinate, which is 
mainly ultra-Orthodox in the larger cities in Israel, creates a sense of dissonance and 
resignation among the Religious-Zionist community. Many have become detached from 
formal synagogue life, and those who are non-religious have even less to do with the 
local rabbinate or synagogue life. Kadish suggests some solutions – such as empowering 
existing Israeli synagogues, and encouraging the creation of “voluntary synagogues” in 
Israel with different rabbinic and lay leadership structures, but acknowledges the 
difficulties inherent in such solutions. In Israel where all Jews have ta’am (personality) 
and an innate connection with Judaism, it is a shame and great loss when the rabbinic 
leadership is so out of touch with - and lacking the ability to connect to - the average 
Israeli. 

 
Kadish holds out the American model of synagogue and rabbinate as being 

different, yet I am more and more worried that the American Modern Orthodox 
community is heading in the same direction. There is a trend here that devalues the 
individualism of both rabbis and congregants. This trend runs the risk of putting the 
American rabbinate out of touch with a large swath of the Jewish community here, while 
distancing the community from the rabbinate. Here in the US, Jews have different 
personalities and differing ways to express their Judaism, and they need rabbis to whom 
they can relate. In rabbinical school at YU, each student receives a copy of “The 
Rabbinate as a Calling and Vocation – Models of Rabbinic Leadership.” It contains 
chapters with titles like “The Rabbi as Halakhic Authority,” “The Rabbi as Teacher,” The 
Rabbi as Outreach Practitioner,” “The Rabbi as Proponent of the New Torah Lifestyle,” 
and “The Rabbi as Guide.” There are other chapters providing some good insights into 
the rabbinate. Rabbis wear multiple hats in dealing with all sorts of people, and they need 
confidence, individuality, and personality. 

 
Instead, I have a feeling that rabbis are losing the ability to rise to meet the 

challenges facing Jews in America today. Two examples in particular stand out: 
 
1. Rabbis making decisions on their own. Rabbis need to be ready to answer 

questions and make decisions. At times, they need to consult those with more knowledge 
or expertise on issues of Jewish law, but rabbis are rabbis because they are willing to 
answer questions. In an information age such as ours, people can easily Google many of 
their religious questions. Why ask a rabbi? People look to rabbis to lead. They rely on 
rabbis who can appreciate their personalities. This seems to be changing a bit. I have 
been surprised on more than one occasion, at a wedding or Bar Mitzvah, to meet 
someone new and telling them that I am a rabbi. Their very next question was, “Who is 
your posek? To whom do you ask your questions?”  
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At a recent meeting of rabbis, there was a discussion about formulating a rabbinic 
response to the recent spate of ethical lapses in the Jewish - and, especially, Orthodox - 
community. There was a healthy discussion, and then the chair mentioned that some of 
the proposals had been discussed with the poskim, a group of more senior rabbis, and 
some differences were being worked out. I was more than surprised. Why do rabbis need 
senior rabbis, who may not even be community rabbis, to review some good policy ideas 
meant to encourage greater ethical compliance? Poskim have a role – an important role – 
in Judaism. But communal rabbis are the best people to understand the individual needs 
of their own communities.  
  

A similar issue has arisen with regard to Orthodox rabbis being denied entry to 
rabbinical organizations because of the concerns of some rabbis. Why would Orthodox 
rabbis exclude other Orthodox rabbis? Why is there a need to ask or satisfy a posek first? 
The unique individuality of the rabbi seems to be under siege by both communal 
perception and the shift to defer to poskim. 

 
2. The second issue is in the area of conversion. Here, too, there lies a major flaw. 

In the US, we are well on our way to a rabbanut beli ta’am, a rabbinate detached from 
the personality and individuality of both congregant and rabbi. We are now seeing a 
situation where very competent rabbis are no longer trusted to perform conversions. Not 
only are their conversions not accepted, the rabbis themselves are not even trusted to 
properly present and support their own conversion candidates. It is not only the 
credentials of the converts being questioned; it is the competence of the rabbis 
themselves. There are different philosophies when it comes to conversion, but, as has 
always been true historically, when done halakhically, they are all legitimate approaches. 
Not anymore. Why? It would seem to be a paradigm shift. No longer is it a good thing for 
rabbis to meet the needs of the Jewish community – ba’asher heim sham, where they are. 
Now, the Jewish community – including the rabbis - must meet the standards of certain 
other rabbis.  

 
This is, quite frankly, very troubling. It seems like a different Jewish world than 

the one I have lived in, a world, where the failed system in Israel is being replicated here 
in America. Jews have a feeling for what makes Judaism special. Jewish values and 
Jewish law guide us, but each and every Jew brings their individual personality to the 
table. Rabbis should value these personalities and, as individual leaders, guide the 
American Jewish community forward. Not make demands – and certainly not dictate to 
other rabbis.  I do not have an answer nor do I know how things will turn out with the 
Israeli or American Rabbinate. But I am very concerned. I plan to continue to cultivate 
my own individual religious personality and that of my community. We all should.  

 
The next time you pick up your etrog or shake your lulav or walk into a sukkah, 

remember what you like about it. It has personality. So do we all. 
 


