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For almost 2000 years the Jewish people were without a home. Not an 

individual’s place of domicile, but a country that could offer the nation security 

and rest. That period of diaspora lasted from the year 70, with the destruction of 

the Temple, until 1948, when the state of Israel was established. While in many 

ways Jewish culture flourished over these centuries, the Jewish people 

experienced expulsions, massacres, and pogroms, culminating in the deaths of 

two-thirds of the Jews in Europe, six million out of 16.5 million of the Jews on 

earth in 1939. The Jewish people’s lack of a place of refuge contributed massively 

to the Nazis’ success in destroying Jewish communities, and convinced many Jews 

who had not been Zionists of the importance of a Jewish homeland that could and 

would accept Jews fleeing from persecution. For a nation to be without a home 

was just too dangerous in our world. 

For individuals as well, being without a home is to be at risk. Homelessness is tied 

to almost every other negative measure of well-being, whether economic or 

social, educational or with respect to physical and mental health. Homeless 

children fall behind in school; homeless adults have a multiplicity of health 

challenges. Homeless people die of illness and exposure and are also victims of 

cruel attacks. 

That is why in San Jose and in other cities, efforts are being made to put “Home 

First,” that is, to see that getting people settled first into a place to live is 



necessary before one can even begin to address some of their other issues. On 

any given night in the United States, half a million people lack a place to sleep, 

and around the world millions of refugees find inadequate shelter in camps and 

along the road as they flee oppression and death. 

The Jewish holiday of Sukkot, when celebrated fully, brings you out of your 

comfortable home to live in a temporary shelter. A Sukkah is a lovely place to 

have lunch on a sunny California afternoon, but to actually live in the Sukkah, not 

just in San Jose and Israel, but in Boston and Manitoba, not to mention in Eastern 

Europe, where many observant Jews lived for centuries, is a very different 

challenge. 

One understanding of the holiday then is to help us empathize more fully with 

those who are not housed all year long. Safe in our homes, we are not really 

conscious of what it means to have the temperature drop, or how difficult it is to 

stay dry and warm in rain and snow. This is the beginning of the season when 

community shelters will open, and on November 3 we will be preparing a meal 

and bringing it to a shelter, not just to offer food to those who would otherwise 

lack a warm sustaining meal, but also to remember these members of our 

community, whom we sometimes block out of our minds. We can also help our 

local Jewish Family Services in their work with refugees from around the world, 

most recently from Syria, who are seeking safety and a new life for their families. 

But the Sukkah is more than an exercise in social justice. Leaving our homes after 

the harvest, right when we are feeling most self-satisfied, most prosperous, is an 

exercise in remembering our dependence on forces greater than ourselves. It is 



easy to fall into the trap of thinking, I have gained all this with the strength of my 

own hand and through my own efforts. We forget the role that the help of others 

has played in our lives, whether family and friends, the advantages of our affluent 

upbringings, or even government programs, like the GI Bill that gave many of our 

Jewish families here in America a jump start into the middle class. We forget the 

role that chance plays—whether we came out of school looking for a job in a time 

of prosperity or during a recession, a factor that can impact our earnings for an 

entire lifetime, or whether our demographic, whatever it is by race, gender, 

sexual identity, or ethnicity, has had a fair shot at the opportunities that are 

available. 

Before his death, Moses warns the people that, once they get into the land, plant 

their crops, bring in the harvest, and have eaten their fill, they not forget their 

earlier experiences of slavery and wandering. In Deuteronomy Chapter 8 v. 14–18 

we find: “Beware lest your heart grow haughty . . . and you say to yourselves: My 

own power and the might of my own hand have won this for me.” We leave our 

possessions for this week, our creature comforts, to be more humble about our 

successes, and more generous in our assessment of others. 

Finally, there is one more reason that we have this holiday of simplicity at the 

time of the harvest. We are not our stuff, and sometimes that is hard to 

remember. Our phones, our laptops, our many tech gadgets do enhance our lives, 

but they are not what is essential. Our comfy beds, elegant living rooms, 

whatever our pride possessions are, they are not the most important things in our 

lives. This week, the anniversary of the Loma Prieta earthquake and the memory 

of last year’s fires help us heed this message of the Sukkah. We have heard the 



survivors of disasters express their thankfulness to have escaped with their lives 

and their family members. 

We are forced in evacuation drills to consider what is worth trying to save—and 

often the things we chose are not the most expensive things we own but instead 

the photographs and other personal items that connect us with our family 

members and our pasts. 

Sukkot in ancient times was the most important holiday of the year, a time to 

pray for rain for the coming year’s harvest and for peace among the 70 nations of 

the world, peace that would allow farmers to plant and harvest without being 

afraid. Today we live different lives, but the message of the Sukkah, of solidarity 

with the homeless and the refugee, of humility about our achievements, and a 

focus on what is truly important, remains significant in our lives. 

Chag Sameach. 


