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The Sukkah: Is Faith a Shelter? 

Then Why am I Getting Wet?
Second Day Sukkot 5769

By Rabbi Mark B Greenspan
This morning I’d like to spend a few minutes talking about a side of Sukkot that we rarely ever mention – the idea that the Sukkah is a symbol of faith. For a variety of cultural and religious reasons we tend to down play this idea, though it has an important place not only in our literature but in Jewish theology. Because we’re somewhat ambivalent about the role that faith plays in our lives in general, we tend not to talk about this idea very much. We’re not sure what to do with the idea of faith so we simply don’t talk about it. I’d like to suggest this morning that there is a great deal that we can learn from a Sukkah about what having faith means, what its role in our lives should be and what its limits are.  

If you were to visit the average religious school class around Sukkot and listen to the discussion taking place there at this time of year, you’d probably hear one of two interpretations of why we dwell in Sukkot. Most teachers tell their students that we dwell in Sukkot because that’s what our ancestors did after the Exodus  from Egypt. The second explanation that you might hear is that the Sukkah is a reminder of the harvest season. In ancient Israel (and even in modern times) people would set up temporary structures in which to rest during the final days of the harvest. Together, these explanations capture the two aspects of Sukkot and the other festivals. These holidays are historic commemorations and seasonal celebrations. 

But these explanations represent only two aspects of the Sukkah and not even the most important. The Talmud, in fact, offers a third interpretation of the Sukkah, one that we conveniently ignore. According Rabbi Eliezer, the Sukkah was not a physical structure but a symbol of God. It represents the Ananay Kavod, the clouds of divine glory, which protected the people of Israel during their forty year sojourn in the wilderness.  
What exactly were the Clouds of Glory? Here’s a description from the Midrash:
When you were slaves in Egypt, and I brought you forth from there, I caused you to be sheltered under clouds of glory and appointed three redeemers for you - Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, ever ready to serve you. The clouds of glory were seven in number: one above you, one below you, four at the four points of the compass; and the seventh in front of you smote serpents and scorpions, leveled hills and valleys, burned thorns and thistles, and caused smoke to go up. Seeing the smoke, all kings of the east and of the west said, "Who is this that comes up out of the wilderness, like columns of smoke?" (Song 3:6). Devarim Rabbah 7:9
The Sukkah, then, was a symbolic representation of the God’s presence in the wilderness. God literally surrounded and enveloped the entire nation for forty years. He provided a cocoon in which the people were safely protected. As fanciful as this may sound, the Ramban, Rabbi Moshe Ben Nachman suggests that this is the literal meaning of the Torah text; that the Sukkah was never meant to be a physical hut or a booth in which our ancestors lived.

The Zohar, the great Bible of Jewish mysticism often describes the Sukkah as “a shelter of faith.” Its purpose was not to protect us from the elements as much as it was meant to welcome us into the presence of God. In an article on the symbolism of the Sukkah, Dr. Jeff Rubenstein quotes the Zohar and offers the following interpretation:   
"He who dwells beneath the shade of faith gains freedom both for himself and for his descendants forever and is blessed….from on High." The shade of faith found in the Sukkah "will illuminate him, cover him and shield him when he requires it." The Sukkah thus represents the high spiritual level- complete trust, faith, and knowledge of God - to which the Kabbalist aspires. The Zohar even identifies the "shade of faith" and the Sukkah itself directly with the Shechinah, (the divine presence)…The Shechinah-Sukkah "is the supernal mother who shelters you like a mother [shelters] her children." In this way maternal love and intimacy are also connected with dwelling in the Sukkah.
I might add that the seven ‘mystical guests,’ the Ushpizin who we invite into our Sukkah, are not historical personalities but aspects of divinity which are embodied in the personalities of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Aaron, Joseph and David. We literally enter God when we enter the Sukkah and we invite God into the Sukkah at the same time!

The Sukkah, then, is unabashedly a mystical symbol. Not surprisingly orthodox literature is not embarrassed to play on these themes and talk about the importance of faith in the life of each person. Because non-orthodox Jews tend to be ambivalent when it comes to ‘faith,’ therefore, they downplay these ideas and ignore them. We have so embraced a secular vision of the world that we tend to teach our children about Judaism with little or no presence of God. We become tongue tied whenever we are confronted by ideas that sound ‘mystical,’ ‘spiritual’ or theological.  

Of course, there are some serious obstacles that we have to overcome if we want to talk about ‘faith.’ No one has yet to come up with a good answer to the question of why “bad things happen to good people” and so every time the subject of God comes up in a class or a group we find ourselves stymied by it. Nothing ends a good discussion about God better than the question of theodicy. And yet I’d suggest that not having an answer to the question of evil does not mean that faith is irrelevant or insignificant. Without faith, Judaism is just a collection of behavioral quirks. Heschel writes:  
When faith is replaced by creed, worship by discipline, love by habit; when the crises of today are ignored because of the remembered splendor of the past; when faith becomes an inherited heirloom rather than a living fountain; when religion speaks only in the name of authority and rules rather than the voice of compassion, its message becomes meaningless.
So what can the Sukkah teach us about faith? In what way is a Sukkah, a shelter of faith?  I’d like to suggest that if we ‘play’ with the Sukkah as a symbol we can learn some significant lessons about the role of faith in our lives. Here are a few of them:

1. Just like the Sukkah, faith is fragile. It can easily be toppled over by the elements of the world. Like the Sukkah we build every year, faith doesn’t come with a guarantee. And just because we enter a ‘shelter of faith’ on Sukkot doesn’t mean it isn’t going to rain. You still have to put on a sweater if it’s cold outside, and if it rains hard enough you may have to go indoors!
2. Like dwelling in the Sukkah, faith can’t be experienced part way. You’re either in or out. You either choose to enter the Sukkah and take your chances or you stand outside and admire it from afar. Faith too can’t be talked about – it must be experienced and felt. No argument, no matter how logical or cogent it may be can create faith.
3. You constantly have to rebuild your Sukkah – sometimes even during the holiday itself, and certainly on a yearly basis. Similarly faith is dynamic – you are constantly rebuilding it, developing it and modifying it. And when it falls down, you have to build it again, differently this time.
4. What do I get from sitting in the Sukkah? There are no rewards or bonuses. But there is beauty in living jewishly, in using these few hours to celebrate with friends and family, and in rejoicing enveloped by God’s presence. Similarly, faith is its own reward not because it protects us from nature but because it gives purpose and meaning to our lives.

5. Finally the beauty of the Sukkah is not in the mind but in the heart. It’s all about rejoicing in the presence of God. Similarly, faith is all about the heart. There is nothing logical or sensible about dwelling in the Sukkah particularly at this time of year, or using a Lulav and Etrog for that matter, but the act is its own reward.  Similarly faith deepens our lives and adds a sacred dimension to our existence. It may not protect us from the rain but we believe it protects us from emptiness and vanity. 
The Sukkah is my shelter of faith. And I look forward to the opportunity to enter it each year. This is no symbolic act. I’m commanded to dwell in the Sukkah, to eat my meals there, and to spend as much time as I can in this shelter of faith. Faith is more than a symbol; it’s a way of life…and even when it rains it continues to be a meaningful part of my life.
Chag Sameach

