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Most chagim are defined by a primary mitzvah – a central mitzvah that both anchors the halachik 
experience and infuses the day with its primary symbolism. It is difficult to overstate the central 
role of shofar on Rosh Hashana just as it is impossible to ignore the heavy impact of chametz and 
matzah upon Pesach. Though admittedly, most chagim carry ancillary mitzvoth, such as 
korbanot and tefilot, it is usually the one central mitzvah which captures the theme of the day. 
More often than not this central and dominant mitzvah lends the chag its Biblical name. Rosh 
Hashanah is referred to by the Torah as Yom Hazikaron because of the effect of the shofar which 
elicits the merciful attention of the Ribbono Shel Olam. Similarly, Pesach is referred to by the 
Torah as Chag Hamatzot in recognition of the matzah and chametz experience which lies at this 
core of this experience symbolizing the rapid exodus from Egyptian bondage.  

In this respect the chag of Sukkot is a bit unusual in that it spotlights two seemingly equal 
mitzvoth. The mitzvah of the arba minnim and the mitzvah of sitting in a Sukkah appear to play 
equivalent roles in the experience of the holiday of Sukkot. Each is mentioned once and only 
once (in Parshat Emor) and each applies m’doraita. To be sure there is a fundamental inequality 
in the “range” of the mitzvah; the mitzvah of sitting in the sukkah extends throughout the 
entirety of Yom Tov whereas the mitzvah of daled minim only applies – at least from the Torah - 
to the first day. Originally, the daled minim were only taken on the first day, except in the Beit 
HaMikdash, where they were taken all seven days. After the Mikdash was destroyed, Rebbi 
Yochanan ben Zakkai extended the mitzvah of daled minim to the entire seven days thereby 
equalizing it to the range of the mitzvah of Sukkah.57 However, even though the mitzvah of 
Sukkah is more time-extensive than the mitzvah of daled minim, they would appear to be 
equivalent in their functionality and impact; they each brace the experience of the chag of 
Sukkot. A second difference of scope pertains to whether the respective mitzvoth apply at night; 
the mitzvah of Sukkah applies during evening whereas the mitvah of daled minim is limited to 
the daytime. But again it would seem that this difference is incidental. In as much as the mitzvah 
of daled minim is a formal act, it is framed within daytime hours, as most acts of mitzvoth are 
(tefilin, shofar etc.) The mitzvah of Sukkah is not a formal act but a comprehensive experience of 
living in the Sukkah; as such it extends to evening hours as well. Once again this difference seems 
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incidental to the actual relationship between the two miztvot. Fundamentally the two mitzvoth 
appear to be equal factors in the fabric of Chag Sukkot. 

Though daled minim and the mitzvah of sukkah appear to play equal roles they emit very 
different messages about the religious experience. The mitzvah of daled minim is described in 
elegant and stylish terms.58 The first min is described as פרי עץ הדר, with the accent upon the 
aesthetic beauty of the fruit. The gemara in the 3rd perek of Sukkah carefully catalogs the 
parameters of hadar, setting requirements about the color, moistness and shape of the etrog. 
Though the Torah applies the hadar clause solely to etrog, the Gemara unanimously extends the 
requirement to all the minim.59 Though the other minim do not exhibit the same aesthetic 
sensitivity as etrog, it is clear that each must be beautiful and experientially pleasing in their own 
fashion. For example, the Gemara disqualifies a particular branch as an arava since it is 
poisonous and thereby defies the concept of דרכיה דרכי נעם, that mitzvoth should be forces of 
peace and supporters of life.60 Though this concept that mitzvoth cannot be poisonous seems to 
be a general clause and is applied globally, it is difficult to ignore the particular relevance to the 
daled minim. By nestling the word hadar within the description of etrog the Torah demands 
ornate and pleasing species for all the minim, underscoring the role of aesthetics and style in the 
performance of the mitzvah of daled minim.  

Beyond the inclusion of the word hadar, the overall textual description of the daled minim is 
very stylish and ‘floral’ from a purely semantic standpoint. The Torah uncharacteristically 
describes each of the species, affording botanical and geographical tags to ‘help’ us identify the 
individual specie. The overall flavor of the pasuk is very lavish and even luxurious. The etrog is 
described as פרי עץ הדר, while the lulav, effectively the top leaf of a tree, is presented as  כפות
 Simple branches of shrubbery or riverbed reeds are described in colorful and stylistic .תמרים 
fashion, ענף עץ אבות וערבי נחל. Ironically, the effusive description of the daled minim actually 
partially disguises their identity forcing the Gemara to labor in deciphering the exact botanical 
specie from the coded textual description.61 This effort is so strained that the Rambam suggests 
that the true identity of the daled minim is in reality a non-textual halacha l’Moshe m’Sinai and 
the textual tags are merely asmachtot, textual allusions which affirm an already established 
halachik fact.62 Be that as it may, there is no question that the Torah uncharacteristically 
indulged in the description of these minim even at the expense of ‘clarity’. The grand shofar of 
Rosh Hashanah isn’t even mentioned (instead its identity is derived from comparisons to Yovel) 
yet the garden samples of daled minim are enumerated in almost flamboyant manner.  

Not surprisingly, the execution of the mitzvah is also described in eminent fashion. When 
describing the mitzvah of daled minim the Torah commands v’lakachtem, in the plural, rather 
than v’lakacht, in the singular, which would have been more appropriate given the individual 
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nature of the mitzvah. The Gemara63 (see Sukkah 37a and Menachot 27a) expands this term to 
require לקיחה תמה, a full and complete discharge of the mitzvah. For example, the Gemara 
disqualifies taking a lulav while wearing a glove since the barrier separating your hand from the 
lulav compromises the integrity of the mitzvah and renders a flawed taking. Evidently, not only 
must the daled minim be aesthetically pleasing but the action of the mitzvah must be executed in 
full and complete fashion.  

To summarize, the Torah casts the mitzvah of daled minim as an experience of luxury, beauty 
and style. The species are characterized as “beautiful” and “elegant” and they are described in 
floral and lavish language. The actual raising of the daled species, a seemingly banal activity, is 
described in a manner which implies a superior form of hoisting.  

Apparently, the mitzvah of daled minim highlights the importance of beauty and splendor within 
avodas Hashem. A person who approaches Hakadosh Baruch Hu must do so with a sense of the 
grandeur of the encounter with the Other. A human being who encounters the Divine must raise 
the level of experience as he expands his level of consciousness, This encounter demands 
upgrading the overall environment and in the case of daled minim clutching the most comely 
and attractive items from our gardens. The daled minim are not indigenous to most northern 
hemisphere communities and historically their acquisition was associated with hardship and 
struggle. In Eretz Yisrael, however, they are all quite abundant (though not necessarily under 
modern conditions) and represent the choicest produce of human gardening. Their beauty and 
elegance mediates the rendezvous between human and Divine. It reflects the ascent of a human 
to higher ground so that he may encounter a Higher Being.  

Though the beauty of a mitzvah object is necessary to launch the religious encounter in general 
avodas Hashem, it certainly has particular relevance to the experience of daled minim. Beyond 
the mechanical aspect of the mitzvah, the daled minim formulate a non-verbal form of praised to 
Hakadosh Baruch Hu. The Rav zt”l commented on the importance of acknowledging the futility 
of any attempts to capture the Ribbono shel Olam with human tongue. Aware of our limited 
capacity to glorify Hakadosh Baruch Hu we employ alternate media to facilitate and 
intermediate our praise. Offering praise and more so thanksgiving on Sukkot is particularly 
poignant as the harvest season has concluded and financial gains are assessed and enjoyed. The 
beauty of the daled minim is absolutely vital in lending splendor and resonance to our praise 
during Sukkot.  

In fact, several halachot demonstrate the hallel function latent within the performance of daled 
minim. The integration of the daled minim with the mitzvah of hallel is only the most striking 
manifestation of the role of the daled minim in sounding praise and thanksgiving to Hashem. 
The application of the principle of מצוה הבאה בעבירה, the disqualification of a mitzvah object 
that is aquired through an act of sin, 64 to daled minim may also reflect the unique hallel 
component of the daled minim. According to several baalei haTosfos the מצוה הבאה בעבירה 
disqualification only applies to korbanot or to mitzvoth which serve to sound hallel. Evidently, if 
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 applies to daled minim, it represents a form of hallel. Finally, the requirement מצוה הבאה בעבירה
that all daled minim be alive rather than desiccated and dead may also be based upon the need to 
utilize these species to recite a wordless hallel. Based upon a verse in Tehilim 115, the dead can 
[no longer] praise G-d, we can infer that only live species are viable for daled minim and for the 
hallel it induces.65 These major halachot, along with more minor issues all underline the function 
of daled minim in assisting man to utter the unutterable - praise and glory for the King of kings. 
Recognizing the ineffectiveness of capturing the Almighty through human tongue we replace 
words with symbols from nature. As the Midrash Tanchuma notes אז ירננו עצי היער-  Nature in 
all its glory exclaims the beauty and majesty of its Creator.66 By seizing the choicest of these 
objects we harness that streaming praise and incorporate it into our Divine encounter. It is 
obvious that the quality of this praise is highly dependent upon the caliber of these minim. 
Selecting elegant and beautiful species assures that the current of our praise is both potent and 
eloquent.  

However, to fully appreciate the function of beauty and elegance within the mitzvah of daled 
minim a global view of Sukkot must be taken. Indeed, these qualities of beauty and style are vital 
to avodas Hashem in general and to hallel and praise in particular. Beyond these general 
functions though, beauty and splendor possess specific relevance to the holiday of Sukkot. The 
Midrash contrasts the hoisting of the daled minim and a very different “lifting” – a lifting 
performed once in history by an impoverished nation on the cusp of redemption. That first night 
in Egypt, on the verge of liberation, the still enslaved Jews selected simple reeds (אגודת אזוב) and 
painted their doorposts with a very visible sign of faith.67 Financially challenged, they could 
barely afford the splendor and elegance of daled minim and their mitzvah was capped at the 
more affordable level of reeds harvested from the banks of the Nile. The Midrash notes the 
impressive development of the Jewish people since those initial moments. With maturation and 
liberation came financial potency – the ability to upgrade their mitzvah performance with 
greater affluence and aesthetic. This financial maturity is “indexed” by the transformation of 
 The elegance of the daled minim showcase the prosperity of the !ולקחתם לכם to לקיחת אזוב
Jewish people and the rewards of being G-d’s chosen people. The splendor of these minim both 
celebrates our freedom and additionally provides a nostalgic recall of that magical night of faith, 
when we couldn’t afford the magnificence we currently display.  

In addition to announcing our newfound prosperity, the elegance of the daled minim serve as a 
triumphant coda to the awe and fury of the High Holidays. A very well known Midrash portrays 
a scene of several subjects emerging from court with each being handed a verdict. The victorious 
are identified by their swords raised to heaven in obvious demonstration of triumph. Similarly, 
the Midrash reasons, all of humanity is judged during the Days of Judgment. By raising the daled 
minim the Jewish people are expressing their confidence in their national vindication. The 
magnificence and regality of the daled minim clearly accentuates the sign of victory and national 
confidence. It is clear that a “pure” taking, unobstructed by intervening materials, indicates this 
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triumph more effectively.68 Effectively, the elegance of the daled minim reflects our national 
transformation from slavery to nobility while also finalizing a successful experience of the Day of 
Judgment.  

To summarize, the first mitzvah of Sukkot, the mitzvah of the daled minim, is characterized by 
elegance and aesthetics, both in form and function. The required species emit beauty and style 
and the manner of performing the mitzvah is equally superior. Without question the mitzvah of 
daled minim stresses the importance of beauty and elegance in enriching religion and capturing 
the grand encounter between man and G-d. If we hope to even partially praise the Ribbono shel 
Olam we must significantly transform our base human voice with a more torrential voice of 
nature. The lavishness of this bouquet of garden flowers reminds us of where we began the 
Jewish journey and how far we have come. Finally, the hoisting of aromatic and attractive minim 
is a show of confidence that – at least as a people- we have successfully navigated the terror-filled 
experience of Divine judgment.  

In steep contrast to the mitzvah of daled minim , the complementary mitzvah of Sukkot, sitting 
in the Sukkah, is described in diametrically opposed terminology. Unlike the lavish and 
indulgent description of the daled minim, the structure of the Sukkah is barely described. In fact, 
the Torah merely states בסוכות תשבו שבעת ימים and expects us to decipher the halachik 
guidelines of a Sukkah. The Gemara in Sukkah is even uncertain about the number of walls 
necessary to construct a halachik Sukkah.69 Even the most basic parameter of this structure is 
omitted from the textual description! This vacuum leads to a well known debate about a detail 
which if not unanimous should at least be addressed. Based on different strategies for reading 
the word "סוכות"  we may require four walls or might suffice with three. Either way the Torah’s 
modest description opens the door for dispute. Notably no similar dispute ever occurred 
regarding the number of minim necessary; the Torah was quite specific in enumerating each 
one.  

The vacuum of information about a Sukkah is filled by a series of halachot l’Moshe m’Sinai. 
Without question the laws of Sukkah construction exhibit the greatest assortment of halachot 
l’Moshe m’Sinai of any halachik area. Invariably, these halachot l’Moshe m’Sinai all reduce the 
requirements of the Sukkah architecture. One halacha l’Moshe m’Sinai – perhaps the most basic 
one – reduces the requisite number of Sukkah walls from three to effectively two (actually two 
complete walls and a miniscule projection in place of a complete third wall). Another halacha 
l’Moshe m’Sinai allow gaps between the walls and the connecting sechach (dofan akuma) to be 
filled by non-sechach material. Effectively the sechach and walls do not have to intersect 
perpendicularly. Yet a different halacha l’Moshe m’Sinai allows four corners bracketing an area 
to serve in place of walls (pasei bira’ot). Basically a Sukkah must encompass a designated space, 
even if that space designation isn’t accomplished through actual walls! Walls may be vertically 
raised (gud asik) or lowered (gud achit); a person doesn’t have to actually sit within a wall-space 
as long as he sits within the overall vector which protrudes from the wall. Finally the Gemara 
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even considers the possibility that the edge of a beam can be extended downward to form a wall 
(pi tikrah yored v’sotem).  

This concentration of Sukkah leniencies, sponsored by the halacha l’Moshe m’Sinai, produces 
varieties of Sukkah structures which barely resemble an actual residence. At several points the 
Gemara questions the validity of these virtual structures built with halachik duct tape!70 Without 
question the halachik Sukkah is quite “diminished”. The description is ‘bare-bones’, the base 
amount of walls isn’t clearly articulated and the series of halachot l’Moshe m’Sinai further 
dismantle this structure by granting unprecedented leniencies! If daled minim exhibit 
maximalist demands, the Sukkah is quite minimalist.  

Perhaps the most compelling contrast between the lavishness of daled minim and the 
minimalism of the Sukkah is detected by a phrase describing the timing of Sukkot but one which 
Chazal decipher as a reference to the materials qualified to serve as sechach. In parshat Re’eh the 
Torah describes the holiday of Sukkot as occurring באספך מגרנך ומיקבך, when the grains and 
vineyards are harvested.71 The terms באספך is phonetically and semantically related to the term 
 wastes or leftovers. Consequently, Chazal claim that sechach must be formed from - פסלת
‘wastes’ rather than from edible or usable items.72 Hence, sechach may not be composed of 
edible materials (ochel) or objects of utility (utensils which are candidates for tumah 
conveyance). Effectively, the Torah envisions a Sukkah being crafted from leftover wastes of the 
harvest. From this standpoint the Sukkah is the diametric opposite of the daled minim. The 
daled minim are supplied by the choice species of the garden while the Sukkah is a mere hut 
fashioned from otherwise wasted material taken from the harvest of the wheat fields. The 
holiday of Sukkot is a hybrid of the grand and the elegant alongside mitzvoth fashioned from 
leftovers! 

Without question, the mitzvah of Sukkah serves to correct against the possible excesses of the 
mitzvah of daled minim. Beauty and design can greatly enrich avodas Hashem. However they 
can also distract a person from religious focus, fixing his eye solely upon flair and externals. Art 
and aesthetic may enhance religion just as they may overwhelm it. Instead of mediating a 
glorious encounter with an invisible G-d, beauty can fasten the human mind to the fleeting and 
ephemeral; infinity and transcendence is replaced by vanity and transience. The more reductive 
mitzvah of sitting in a understated Sukkah affirms that the essence of a mitzvah – or for that 
matter of religion - has little to do with external appearance and more to do with the ‘raw’ 
experience of Divine encounter. A temporary house of G-d can be fashioned from unattractive 
materials as long as a religious spirit infuses that location. In fact, often the humble and the 
ordinary allows for a purer religious interaction, unadulterated by the excesses of human conceit. 
The token description of the Sukkah coupled with the further diminishing of a Sukkah by 
halachot l’Moshe m’Sinai affirm that the spirit of G-d doesn’t require vaunted or elite settings. 
The Divine presence can be infused in the ordinary and the common. If anything, those settings 
are sometimes more uncontaminated or uncorrupted by human vanity. At a different stage the 
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Gemara73 derives laws governing sechach material from a pasuk describing a primordial fog 
which lifted from the ground and irrigated the earth: ואד יעלה מן הארץ והשקה את כל פני האדמה. 
This watering of land ‘fertilizes’ the earth from which Human beings are created. The Gemara 
reasons that just as this fog wasn’t edible or an item of human utility, so must sechach be non-
ochel and non-keilim. The roof of a Sukkah is cast as a pre-human material, a primal and 
primitive mass which is fresh and untainted by the excesses of humanity and human history. 
Withdrawing into the Sukkah is an escape into a refuge of purity bristling with the Divine spirit. 
If the daled minim celebrates the grandeur of man and channels that grandeur toward religion, 
the mitzvah of Sukkah divests human artifice and yields a purer religious moment.  

In fact, the contrast between the beauty of the daled minim and the simplicity of the Sukkah 
corresponds to very different features of the religious cycle. The daled minim remind us of 
exalted moments of higher religious ground when man approaches Hakadosh Baruch Hu. 
Without question these moments must be enhanced by the best of the human realm and the 
beauty of human elegance. Anything less would be insulting and even bordering upon the 
heretical. When a human being steps out of their routine and approaches Hakadosh Baruch Hu 
the choicest and grandest features of the human environment must accompany that journey. 
The daled minim are a geographically independent mitzvah, but without question the primary 
mitzvah is rooted to the Mikdash. As stated earlier, according to the Torah the seven day 
mitzvah only applies within the Mikdash. The Mikdash is the site to where a human being travels 
when he steps out of his daily shell to encounter Hakadosh Baruch Hu. That journey is only 
possible if some tribute is offered. Whether in the form of a sacrifice or daled minim, the entry 
into the realm of G-d must elicit some resonant human response. The absence of some higher 
medium would empty this encounter of its nascent glory and awe.  

However, religion must also extend beyond the grand moments of higher consciousness. It must 
innervate the entirety of the human condition – both the spectacular and the routine. It must be 
an all encompassing experience which percolates through the totality of the human condition; 
the spirit of Hashem must be sewn into the fabric of day-to-day experience. If the experience 
becomes too ‘special’ and too vaunted it can become isolated from the human routine and 
insulated from human experience. As my Rebbe, Harav Yehuda Amital zt”l always cautioned us, 
religion cannot become autistic. Unlike daled minim which is an entry into a different realm, the 
mitzvah of Sukkah is merely a gloss to the day-to day. As the Gemara74 constantly affirms,  תשבו
 experience the Sukkah as you would experience the average routine. Unlike walking ,כעין תדורו
into the Mikdash with daled minim , the mitzvah of Sukkah directs man to walk into his own 
crafted home and realize the spirit of Hashem within the human structure. It is not a special or 
unique activity but rather a continuum of the overall human routine lived in the presence of G-d. 
It is precisely for this reason that the mitzvah of Sukkah is not limited to day as is the mitzvah of 
daled minim. The mitzvah of daled minim is a unique moment, punctuated by a specific action. 
That action occurs once and is framed within the daytime hours – the primary framework for 
mitzvah performance. Sukkah is not a specific action but rather an overarching identification. 
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There can be no difference between night and day regarding this mitzvah. This experience 
cannot be characterized by the ornate or the spectacular; it must be simple and ordinary, but also 
common and constant.  

Ultimately it is the stark contrast between daled minim and Sukkah which lends this chag so 
much energy. Both as a summation to the Day of Judgment as well as a climax of the Three 
Festivals, it offers final commentary on the religious identity which has been quietly brewing as 
these dual processes have unfurled. As the religious experience is complex, so is the religious 
summary of Sukkot. As our encounter with Hakadosh Baruch Hu cannot be reduced to one 
modality so the symbolism of this holiday cannot be monochromatic. It takes two mitzvoth and 
the dynamic of their contrasting styles to encapsulate this final moment of standing before G-d.  

  




