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Shemini Atzeret 5781 

Shemini Atzeret is a link between the ending of one yom tov and the beginning 
of a whole new way of appreciating Torah and mitzvot. 

We first learn about Shemini Atzeret in parshat Emor- מקרא השמיני -לכם יהיה קדש
“ .shall you, day eighth the On  ביום מלאכת עבדה,  -כל–והקרבתם אשה לה׳, עצרת הוא
 observe a sacred occasion and bring an offering of fire to the Lord. It is  לא תעשו

a stopping - you shall not work at your occupations.” (Leviticus 23:36) 

The name “atzeret” we translate as “stopping”. However, what is being 
stopped? Succot has finished. Is it a reference to stopping work? But all work 
stops on holidays anyway. The root of the word ATZaR (עצר (literally means “to 
hold back” or “to keep in.” Rashi gives us an explanation of the word Atzeret, 
partially based upon Succah 55b, as: “I have kept you back with me, like a King 
who invited his children to a meal for several days. But when the time came for 
them to depart, he said, “Please, my children stay with me one more day, for it 
is so hard for me to separate from you!” 

Rashi is teaching us a profound lesson that Hashem loves his people so much 
that despite the fact he has just “spent” the whole of Succot with us , Hashem 
“wants” to rejoice one more day with us to strengthen our unique bond with 
Him. 

However, this beautiful idea to explain meaning of the word atzeret is not 
followed by the Ramban who claims דברי אגדה  הם  בויקרא   For another. רבה 
explanation we turn to the   עצרת הוא ענין העצירה הוא לא בלבד לשבות ממלאכת הדיוט
עם היא  לעבוד   states who Sforno: אבל  הקדש  במקומות  זמן  איזה  עמידה  אזהרת  זה 

בעבודה או בתפלה  במקומות ההם את האל יתברך בתורה או ” .It is a stopping…” - The 
idea of “stopping” here is not merely “resting” on the Shabbos from various 
forms of labour. Rather, this is also a warning, to stand for some time in the holy 
places, to serve the Blessed G-d in those places with Torah, or Prayer, or 
Sacrifice.” 

This is not the “stopping” for Shabbos but a need for some extra spiritual work 
and reflection. The Sforno is giving us a warning to realise that every moment of 
happiness, if not carefully cultivated, can collapse into the sorrow of loss. He 

substantiates this by giving specific examples which seem to suggest an anxiety 
on his part:     This is like (I Samuel 21:8): “One of Saul’s servants was there that 
day, who had stopped before G-d.” King David is fleeing from King Saul - who 
once loved him, but is now trying to kill him. David tries to escape. But there, in 
the background, is one of Saul’s officials who sees David and will later report 
him back to the King. It is a moment of incredible anxiety for everyone involved. 

As if to highlight the tension, the servant’s name is ‘Doeg’ - literally, “Worry.” 

The Sforno reminds us that Shimini Atzeret comes just after the Festival of 
Succot, in which the joys of all the festivals are finally completed. So it must be 
set aside to be a day of stopping, ”so people will stop at the holy places to make 
sure their joy will be a joy of Torah and good deeds -“Let Israel rejoice in their 
Maker.” (in Psalm 149:2), כאמרו ישמח  בעושיו  ישראל   .Just as David is running 
away, the Sforno worries something will go wrong and that we do not take the 
joy and happiness of Succot and channel it into the right things. Are we 
supposed to worry now after a wonderful Yom Tov? But he does give us hope 
for the future by looking at our past. 

He tells how on the seventh day of Pesach the Jewish people “stopped” after 
crossing the Red sea. With the Egyptians in pursuit, it does not seem the best 
time to stop. However, they did and sang to Hashem. It was not a restful 
stopping but one in which to reflect and acknowledge the danger they had been 

through and relief of being alive. They needed to capture that moment. 

He then moves on to Shavuot, where we received the Torah as a nation. We had 
“stopped” to witness Moshe being given the Aseret Hadibrot. But here it is 
more complicated because here we did not “stop” properly and reflect on what 
had transpired. We did not know how to deal with this new spiritual awareness 
leading inevitably to the sin of the golden calf. 

The Sforno is trying to warn us that at times of great happiness there is a 
capacity for danger unless we stop and reflect. If we look back at parshat Emor 
we see that it is read in the weeks before Shavuot, reminding us of the need for 
pause and thought. We must remember the rare gift we have been given not 
just during these days of Yom Tov, but throughout the year. 


