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Good Yom Tov and Chag Sameach, everyone.   
 
I want to thank Cheryl Mitnick who is sponsoring this drasha in memory of beloved family 
members and dear friends. May their neshamos have an aliya and may she be rewarded for her 
support of the shul with bracha, hatzlacha, and good health. 
 
The Yom Tov of Shmini Atzeres represents the end of the Yamim Noraim season.  In the Torah, 
this Yom Tov, the eighth day of Sukkos, is called Atzeres—meaning stopping or detaining. 

עצרת קדש יהיה לכם והקרבתם אשה לה'  ביום השמיני מקראה' שבעת ימים תקריבו אשה ל:ויקרא פרק כג פסוק לו
 :כל מלאכת עבדה לא תעשו ִהוא

Rashi explains the origin of this name based on a mashal in a well known Medrash:  
עצרתי אתכם אצלי כמלך שזימן את בניו לסעודה לכך וכך ימים כיון שהגיע זמנן  עצרת היא, :רש"י ויקרא (כ"ג: ל"ו) 

 .להפטר אמר בני בבקשה מכם עכבו עמי עוד יום אחד קשה עלי פרידתכם 
Hashem told the Jewish people—I have detained you with me—like a King who invited his 
children to a feast for several days—and when it was time to leave—he said, please stay just one 
more day—your parting is just too difficult for me.  
 
Because Succos and Pesach both occur on the 15th of the month, there are many parallels 
between them.  But there is no “extra day” of Pesach.  Why not?   The Chizkuni offers the 
following expanded version of the mashal in the Medrash. 

פעם ראשונה אמר להם מתי תחזרו לי  עצרת היא משל למלך שבאו בניו להקביל פניו,  :חזקוני ויקרא פרק כג פסוק לו 
אמרו לו לחמשים יום פטרם לשלום שניה אמר להם מתי תחזרו אמרו לו לד' חדשים פטרם לשלום בשלישית אמרו לו 
לא נוכל לחזור עד לאחר שבעה חדשים אמר להם א"כ בבקשה מכם תתעכבו עמי עוד יום אחד כדי שאשבע בראייתכם 

ת לישראל בפסח לפי שחוזרים בשבועות ולא בשבועות לפי שחוזרים בסוכות אבל מאחר שתאחרו כ"כ לפיכך אין עצר
  בסוכות שאין חוזרים עד הפסח מפני הגשמים הקדוש ברוך הוא מעצרן יום אחד.

This is a parable of  a king whose children came to visit him. The first time, the king asked 
them,“When will you return to me?” They told him, “In 50 days.” He said, “Go in peace.” The 
second time, he asked, “When will you return?” They said in four months, and he told them, “Go 
in peace.” The third time, they told him, “We cannot return for seven months.” The king said, “If 
that is the case, please stay with me one more day so I can enjoy your company, since you will be 
so delayed for so long.” For this reason, there is no atzeres for the Jews on Pesach, for they 
return on Shavuos.  . And there is no atzeres  on Shavuos,  for they will return on Sukkos s. But 
on Sukkos , when they will not return again until Pesach, God delays them one day.  
 
The following question is asked on the Medrash. What does this extra day accomplish?  Doesn’t 
it just delay  the inevitable?  And wouldn’t an extra day make parting even more difficult?  This 
sounds like the classic scenario when grandchildren visit grandparents, and no matter how long 
the grandchildren stay, they are always told they are leaving too soon.  “What!  Leaving already?  
You just got here?”  If they would stay another little bit—would it matter?  It is always too soon!  
The visit is never long enough.   
 
Although different answers are suggested, I would like to suggest that the question of “what 
would one more day accomplish” is based on a mistaken premise—all or nothing thinking.  If we 
cannot have something  forever, then let’s not have it at all.   The function of this extra day—is 
just as it sounds—it is one more day together.  On the second day of Rosh Hashana, I quoted 
Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein, who recounted what he called a life changing conversation with the 
Chazon Ish.  He told the Gadol that, when he thinks about the previous  Elul, and all of the 
hopes and dreams that did not materialize over the year, he starts to give up… 

 . ימים מלאי תקווה בהם נקבע מי יחיה.... 5 :42' אוצר הסיפורים מועדים חלק ראשון עמ
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סיפר הרב יצחק זילברשטיין: ...באלול כזה, באתי פעם אל החזון איש לקבל עצה, איך להפיח דרכי חיזוק ולא להתחשב  
 באלול שעבר...ולא להיענע לייאוש.

The Chazon Ish replied: Even a moment of dveykus is dear to the Ribbono Shel  Olam. 
השיב לי החזון איש במתק לשונו, במשפט אחד רב משמעות, וזה לשונו באידיש: "אין מינוט דבקות, איז אויך זעהר  

 חביב דיים רבש"ע, ובתרגום, "גם רגע אחד של דבקות חביב מאוד אצל ריבונו של עולם."
Rav Zilberstein said: “This phrase penetrated my heart and helped me greatly in my avodas 
Hashem.” 

המשפט הזה חדר לנפשי וסייע לי במאוד. כי אמרתי לעצמי, אם רגע אחד כל כך חביב, והרי באלו יש אלפי רגעים, 
 ואיך אפשר לוותר על כך?! 

How can we even ask what one more day together with Hashem will accomplish?     עכבו עמי עוד
 Stay with me for another day… to stay and celebrate with Hashem is meaningful and  יום אחד
special in its own right. 
 
But this “extra day” is specifically at the end of the Yom Tov season.  This is because another 
day together with the Ribbono Shel Olam, without any special mitzvos, takes special 
appreciation, which, in turn, requires preparation.  Sukkos and Shmini Atzeres intentionally come 
on the heels of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, when we feel we have been given more 
time…another chance at life.  In our davening, we said מי יחיה ומי ימות, and now, Baruch Hashem, 
we have been granted life.  Appreciate this new life we have been given. 
 
Interestingly, the Shulchan Aruch (225:1) codifies a teaching found in a Gemara Brachos 54b 
that if someone hasn’t seen a friend for 12 months, the appropriate bracha  when meeting them 
again is  מחיה המתים, “who gives life to the dead.”  

: הרואה את חבירו לאחר שלשים יום, אומר: שהחיינו, ואחר י"ב חדש מברך:מחיה  שולחן ערוך או"ח סי' רכה סעיף א 
  מתים...

The Mishna Brura quotes the Maharsha’s novel explanation for this bracha. If we haven’t 
seen someone in 12  months, that person has certainly been through a Rosh Hashana and Yom 
Kippur, when their fate was decided for the next year.  Because they were given new and 
renewed life, we make a bracha of mechayei hameisim—  

בחידושי אגדות לפי שבכל שנה  וטעם ברכה זו כתב ואז אין מברך שהחיינו.  -(ד) מחיה המתים  משנה ברורה סימן רכה
האדם נידון בר"ה ויוה"כ אם למות אם לחיים ואם רואהו אחר ר"ה ויוה"כ זה ואח"כ אין רואה אותו עד אחר ר"ה 

  :ויוה"כ הבא הרי עבר עליו דין אם למות אם לאו וע"כ אומר ברוך מחיה מתים שניצול מדין מיתה בר"ה ויוה"כ
 
In a similar vein, Helen Keller said “I have often thought that it would be a blessing if each 
human being were stricken blind and deaf for a few days sometime during his adult life.  
Darkness would make him more appreciative of sight; silence would teach him the joys of 
sound.”  
  
That is accomplished to an extent by the Yamim Noraim. We develop a sense of appreciation, 
realizing that each new year of life, really each new day, is a gift… Each moment we breathe is a 
gift…We must appreciate the gift of life and celebrate…and be grateful.  
 
On Shabbos of Sukkos, we read Megilas Koheles.  At first glance, it might seem odd to read this 
particular megila on this Yom Tov.  In this book of incredible insight and wisdom, Shlomo 
Hamelech describes how almost everything in life is futile…leading to pain and distress.  
Koheles presents a morose and depressing analysis of life.  His conclusion, after describing the 
worthlessness of most life experiences, is ם ירא ואת מצותיו שמור כי זה כל סוף דבר הכל נשמע את האלקי
 The sum of the matter, when all is said and done: Fear God and observe His“ האדם 
commandments!”  
 



3 
 

Is this an appropriate reading for Sukkos, z’man simchaseinu, the Yom Tov of joy?   
 
We can ask this same question about the way we celebrate Sukkos.  Leaving our sturdy homes 
for a week to eat, drink, and maybe even sleep in a fragile sukkah – which is, by definition, 
vulnerable to wind, rain and uninvited visitors–like mosquitoes and bees and squirrels,  would 
seem only to compound our innate proclivity to worry, and certainly not to engender simcha.  It 
might invoke the opposite of simcha.   
 
What is the secret of Sukkos as זמן שמחתינו?  How does one achieve simcha in our hyper-
connected world, where it is indeed difficult to be happy; as we are bombarded with the 
craziness of contemporary geopolitics, and so much else that scares us.  There is much reason for 
fear and anxiety;  practically and philosophically. 
 
The phrase ... מעשה ידיך על כל פחדך תן ובכן  —instill fear of You in all You have made—is an 
integral part of our Rosh Hashanah davening.  Rav Soloveitchik (Al Hateshuva 223-224) 
describes his conversation about this phrase.  The Rav recalls:  “A very eminent psychiatrist once 
said to me: Had I the authority to do so, I would eliminate the prayer recited on the High Holy 
Day that begins with the words, “Instill fear of You,”  as fear is the major cause of the mental 
illnesses that beset mankind.  In order to preserve one’s mental health, one should be free of 
fears, and so there is certainly no reason why one should ever pray for fear.”  
 
Rav Soloveitchik then offers his own insight about fear: “Though I am not a psychiatrist, what 
he said helped me to understand the true nature of that prayer, which was ordained by the Sages 
of Israel. And that is what I told that psychiatrist:  Everyone seems to be beset with fears of all 
kinds. Some are afraid that they will not be able to succeed in their careers, others fear losing 
their wealth or status or that they will fail to attain sufficient prominence. Many people are 
afraid of sickness and bodily weakness. In generations past, fear of leprosy engulfed the world; 
today people live in fear of cancerous growth. . .Man is plagued constantly by all sorts of lesser 
fears. I am not a psychiatrist, but I do know that one major source of fear can wipe out all of 
these lesser fears. What fear can overtake man, thereby uprooting all other fears, such as that of 
failure, of poverty, of old age, of rejection or of disease? Only the fear of the Lord! That is the 
reason behind the expression in the High Holy Day prayer, “Instill fear of You upon all that You 
have made, and dread of You upon all that You have created.” We pray that this great fear will 
free us from those other ones which lurk everywhere, upsetting our lives. “  
 
This offers us a new way of considering the conclusion of Koheles: 
 The sum of the matter, when all is“ סוף דבר הכל נשמע את האלקים ירא ואת מצותיו שמור כי זה כל האדם 
said and done: Fear God and observe His commandments!”  
 
When we are feeling vulnerable, truly exposed; in those moments we realize what truly 
matters, what is real, meaningful, and precious, and where our protection comes from; and 
in that realization, and those relationships and hopes we can find security and joy… 
 

חברים ובני חורין וחפו ראשם ונדלדלו רבי פנחס בן יאיר אומר משחרב בית המקדש בושו :משנה מסכת סוטה פרק ט
 אנשי מעשה וגברו בעלי זרוע ובעלי לשון ואין דורש ואין מבקש ואין שואל על מי לנו להשען על אבינו שבשמים

The Mishna (Sotah 9:15) records an apt saying from Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair: “After the 
Churban, there were fewer tzadikim and great people—and there were many more problems and 
challenges.”  He concluded that there was no one to turn to except Hashem.  On the surface, this 
seems to be a wistful statement, made out of weakness, as if to say, after all else has failed us, 
only Hashem remains… 
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But Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm suggests another, more positive, interpretation.  It is, in fact, a 
courageous analysis of a national tragedy and an optimistic discovery of sources of national 
strength. What Rabbi Pinchas wants to show us is that, in the days of the Temple, people felt 
secure and protected, and—counterintuitively--they relied less on God. And so, the Mishna 
teaches, Hashem taught us a lesson. The Temple was destroyed. The scholars and aristocrats 
were exiled and banished. The leaders and men of action were scattered and lost. And now what 
shall we do, now that our “security blankets” have been cruelly ripped from our hands? The 
answer, says Rabbi Pinchas,  is to walk by yourself to the most heroic and fateful encounter 
possible for a human being: that of standing face to face with the Creator of Heaven and Earth -
— and relying on, and having faith in, Him and Him alone. Al mi lanu le'hisha'en, al Avinu 
she'ba-shamayim. On whom shall we rely —only on our Father in Heaven!   
 
Sometimes it takes moments of desperation, of vulnerability, to reach that understanding.  For 
many reasons, we may feel very vulnerable.  The sukkah  highlights that feeling, but the schach 
reminds us of Hashem’s protection.  Our tradition considers the sukkah to be symbolic of the 
ananei ha-kavod, the “clouds of glory” that protected our ancestors after they left Egypt and 
wandered in the desert for 40 years. These miraculous clouds destroyed whatever obstacles or 
noxious creatures stood in their path. 
 
Thus, the sukkah represents a deep Jewish truth: Security is not a function of physical fortresses; 
rather, it is a gift granted from above.  If we turn to God, if we run into His protective embrace, 
then we will find true protection… 
 
The Yiddish poet Avraham Reisen (1876-1953) captures this idea in a famous poem about the 
sukkah.   It paints the picture of a Jewish father sitting in his sukkah, as a storm rages outside. 
His anguished daughter tries to convince him that the sukkah is about to fall. He responds: 
Dear daughter, don’t fret;  
It hasn’t fallen yet. 
The sukkah’s fine; banish your fright. 
There have been many such fears, 
For nigh two thousand years; 
Yet the little sukkah still stands upright. 
 
Of course, individual sukkahs  have succumbed to storms. And far too many Jews have fallen at 
the hands of ancient and modern murderers. But, as Reisen’s metaphor so poignantly reminds us, 
there is timeless meaning in the fact that the Jewish people have survived.  Hashem is watching 
and protecting us…  The meaning lies in what the sukkah’s fragility implies – that true security, 
in the end, comes from only one place, Hashem.   סוף דבר הכל נשמע את האלקים ירא ואת מצוותיו שמור
 כי זה כל האדם
 
All the world’s craziness and evil, all the hatred and violence, cannot shake the serenity of the 
sukkah. We have, if we merit it, an impenetrable fortress.  Beginning a month before Rosh 
Hashana, Tehillim 27 is added to our daily davening twice a day.  We continue saying it until the 
very end of the Yom Tov, when we live in sukkas.  

ד׀  יְיֹקָו֤ק׀  (א) ְלָדִו֨ ִיְׁשִעי  אֹוִר֣ י  ְו֭ א ִמִּמ֣ י   ה' ִאיָר֑ י ִמִּמ֥ ַּי֗ עֹוז־ַח֝ ד: ָמֽ  ֶאְפָחֽ
1. Of David. The LORD is my light and my help;  whom should I fear? 
The LORD is the stronghold of my life, whom should I dread?  

ִני׀  י ִיְצְּפֵנ֨ ִני: ְּבֻסֹּכ֘ה (ה) ִּכ֤ ֗צּור ְירֹוְמֵמֽ ֶתר ָאֳה֑לֹו ְּב֝ ְסִּתֵרִני ְּבֵס֣ ה ַי֭ ָע֥ ֹום ָר֫  ְּבי֪
 “For He will shelter me in His sukka” King David sings confidently about the Creator, “on the 
day of evil. He will shelter me in His tent.” 
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When we feel insecure and vulnerable, if we look for it, we also can feel the comfort of His 
embrace…and there is no more genuine simcha than living in God’s embrace. סוף דבר הכל נשמע
 ,Fear God, it is not only correct, and meaningful, but as Rav Soloveitchik taught את האלקים ירא
this great fear of Hashem will free us from those other fears which lurk everywhere, upsetting 
our lives, and thereby it brings us true simcha.  And after we develop that understanding, He 
gives us one more day to cherish our time with Him. עכבו עמי עוד יום אחד. 
 
We are about to recite Yizkor.  We think of loved ones who are no longer here.  It can make us 
sad to think about them; about missed opportunities.  But it should also propel us to cherish those 
we have with us now, and to fully utilize our time on this earth.  To see every day of life as a gift.  
Rav Soloveitchik noted that before Hashem revealed to Moshe the "Thirteen Attributes of 
Mercy," He made a puzzling statement א ֵיָרֽאּו ֹ֥ י ּוָפַנ֖י ל יָת ֶאת־ֲאֹחָר֑ י ְוָרִא֖  You :שמות ל"ג:(כג) ַוֲהִסֹרִת֙י ֶאת־ַּכִּפ֔
shall see My back, but My face shall not be seen."   What does this mean? Rav Soloveitchik 
answered: When we are surrounded by love and warmth, when life is good and we are happy, at 
that time we don’t always see God’s "face." At such a time, for a variety of reasons, we do not 
always "face up" to our blessings; appreciate them and value them.   Only later, after God’s 
presence has passed, after the middos ha-rachamim are gone, only then do we see God's "back." 
Only then do we begin to understand how lucky we were -- and are no more.  How precious our 
experience was — but now it is gone.  Now, perhaps too late, we learn to cherish and admire 
what we should have acknowledged earlier.  It is only in retrospect, after the good times, so to 
speak, are gone, that they will be cherished and longed for.  What healthy person appreciates his 
limbs — until, Heaven forbid, they are threatened with paralysis or amputation? Who is thankful 
for his heart until it starts to give him trouble? Who thinks about his lungs until his breathing 
becomes difficult?  
 
And who truly appreciates loved ones when they are still with us?  Who truly appreciates our 
many opportunities to connect with the Ribbono Shel  Olam?  All of us are guilty, to some 
extent, of that human failing: of waiting until the revelation of love is past and only then looking 
after it longingly. We are guilty of failing to appreciate it when it was with us.   This is the goal 
of Shmini Atzeres.  Stopping and appreciating … our loved ones… our precious time on this 
earth… all the blessings we have...our special relationship with Hashem…our history and our 
destiny… Let us remember that life does not last forever, that those we have with us now will 
not remain with us indefinitely. Let us cherish them now. Appreciate and enjoy the present, and 
be grateful for what we have.  May we use this “one more day” to appreciate all the gifts of 
life…and may we commit, in the merit of those who are no longer here, to live with meaning and 
appreciation.  May we merit to see the rebuilding of the Bais Hamikdash…bimhera 
vi’yamenu…amen. 
 


