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One of the defining characteristics of the experience of a life of mitzvah observance is the fact 
that at every stage of a person’s natural and religious development, one is able to glean different 
levels of meaning and nuance. This is one of the explanations of the expression Toras HaShem 
Temimah, the Torah is complete because it allows access from the youngest to oldest, from the 
most learned and sophisticated to the individual who is opening the Chumash for the first time. 

One of the many mitzvos that reflects these multiple layers of access to the Torah is the 
commandment to sit in the succah. The Gemara in Succah 11b records the famous dispute 
between R’ Akiva and R’ Eliezer as to what exactly the holiday of Succos commemorates. R’ 
Eliezer believes that our sitting in the Succah memorializes the ananei hakavod, the clouds of 
glory, while R’ Akiva avers that the commandment to sit in the Succah recalls and 
commemorates the succos mamash, the actual booths that Bnai Yisroel built and sat in during 
their sojourns through the desert.1  

Although at first glance, this debate between R’ Akiva and R’ Eliezer appears to be solely 
theoretical and in no way normative, this in fact is not the case. The Tur in Orach Chaim Siman 
625 deviates from his normal approach of just codifying halachic rules and discusses the 
conceptual link between sitting in the succah and the necessary belief in the Exodus and in God’s 
existence that must emanate from the experience of sitting in the succah. The Bach comments 
that this deviation is due to the fact that the Torah goes out of its way to introduce an element of 
understanding and intent into the mitzva when it states in Vayikra 23:42 “Lmaan yeidu 
doroseichem ki b’succos hoshavti es bnai yisroel - so you shall know for generations that I housed 
the Bnai Yisrael in succos .” According to the Bach, only if a person knows the essence of what 
the succah is and has intent to properly fulfill the mitzvah is the sitting in the succah considered a 
meaningful act. If that is the case, then the debate is far from theoretical, as our ability to 
correctly fulfill the mitzvah of sitting in the succah is contingent on a full understanding of the 
basis of the obligation.  

Both the position of R’ Eliezer and of R’ Akiva have come under attack from the Acharonim and 
to a lesser degree from the Rishonim. There is a school of thought among the Acharonim who 
                                                 
1 Interestingly, the text of the Mechilta and the Sifra is the reverse, namely that R’ Akiva holds ananei kavod while R’ 
Eliezer supports the position of succos mamash. See the Maharatz Chayas who supports the version of our Gemara 
based on the Gemara in Megilla 3b. 
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question, according to R’ Eliezer, why the miraculous presence of the ananei kavod warrant a 
holiday in and of itself, as opposed to other revealed miracles like the manna or the well, for 
which no Yom Tov is celebrated.2 

The more prominent question is posed according to the opinion of R’ Akiva. For each of the 
chagim we clearly understand the miraculous nature of the chag and we can clearly comprehend 
the national transformation that the chag represents. If, in fact, R’ Akiva’s position is accurate 
and Succos is a commemoration of the man-made booths built in the desert, why does it justify a 
chag? What precisely is being celebrated, that during Bnai Yisroel’s sojourn in the desert they 
built protective huts? That, in and of itself, hardly seems worthy of a full blown Biblically 
mandated celebration. There are those who believe that it is precisely because of the strength of 
this question that R’ Eliezer took the position of ananei hakavod and others who claim that Rashi 
and the Tur, who normally follow the opinion of R’ Akiva, went against form and rule according 
to R’ Eliezer.3 

All of this begs the original question of what in fact is being commemorated when one sits in the 
Succah? The Korban Aharon in his commentary to the Toras Kohanim connects the greatness of 
the succah with the conclusion of the rest of the pasuk in Vayikra 23:43 which states "b’hotzi’ 
osam mei’eretz mitzraim- you were placed in succos when I took you out of Egypt." The very fact 
that a nation, presumably terrified after their ordeal in leaving Egypt, would still possess enough 
faith to camp out in the desert in flimsy booths is a fundamental statement of the extraordinary 
faith that was the hallmark of Bnai Yisroel at that point in history.4 

I believe that there is another approach to this question, one that is perhaps alluded to in the 
commentary of the Rabbeinu B’Chai in the aforementioned pasuk. Many of the commentators 
explain that Succos is a reflection of, and is parallel to, the building of the Mishkan and the future 
building of the Beis HaMikdash. The Vilna Gaon in his siddur, the Siach Yitzchak, felt that the 
words ‘V’ratzisa banu’ in the tefilla of atah bchartanu in the Yom Tov Amida is an allusion to the 
Ribbono Shel Olam forgiving the nation following the Chait HaEgel. Once that forgiveness was 
procured, said the GR"A, then the stage was set for the building of the Mishkan which is 
represented on a yearly basis by the building of the succah.5 Clearly the parallel between the 
succah and the Mishkan/ Bais haMikdash informs the Harachaman that is included in Birchas 
HaMazon as well as the tefilla said in the succah on Shmini Atzeres. Additionally, many 
commentators believe that it is this connection between Succos and forgiveness/ Mishkan that 
generates the unique Biblical obligation for simcha on Succos.6 

                                                 
2 See the Mabit in the Beis Elokim Sha’ar Hayesodos Perek 37, Maharal in the Gur Aryeh, as well as the Bach in Siman 
625 who provide various answers to this question. 
3 For more on resolving the proper psak in the dispute between R’ Akiva and R’Eliezer, see the Chayei Adam Klal 
146, the Levush Siman 625, the Netziv  in HaEmek Davar Bamidbar 10:34 and the Chassam Sofer in the Toras Moshe 
Vayikra 23:43. 
4 For a novel approach to this question see the Rokeiach in Siman 219. Also see the Rashbam in VaYikra. 
5 This point is made explicitly throughout the writings of the Vilna Gaon and Maharal. See the Vilna Gaon in the 
Aderes Eliyahu Parshas Balak and the Maharal at the end of his drasha to Shabbos HaGadol. 
6 See Ritva Succah 53a as well as the Shem MeShmuel in several places. 
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How does one understand this deep connection between Succos and the Mishkan? On a simple 
level, the interplay between these themes seems to support R’ Eliezer, namely that the succah 
represents the concentration of the Ribbono Shel Olam’s presence manifested in the ananei 
kavod. Seemingly, the motif of the Mishkan as well was the intensification of God’s presence in 
the world and more specifically in one place of the world.7 Perhaps both the Mishkan and 
Succah represents God's quality of chesed as he is metzamzem Himself into the physical universe. 

That being said, one can make a case that the theme of the Mishkan, and by extension the 
Succah, highlights the other side of the God/ man relationship. Throughout the exodus, Bnei 
Yisroel had become accustomed to, and dependent on, the miraculous. Beginning with Moshe’s 
appearance in front of Pharoah through the blasts heard at Har Sinai, every step was infused with 
the miraculous and supernatural. In a very real sense, the sin of the Golden Calf represented a 
nation’s reliance on exceptional and unnatural religious forces.8 The commandment to build a 
Mishkan was a response to this national personality, namely to build a religious home, a bayis, a 
place in which service becomes normalized and regulated. According to many commentators, 
the Mishkan’s most fundamental and essential feature was the korban tamid which represented 
the necessary discipline and consistency of a religious life. The prohibition of bamos, private 
altars, was a statement of taking one’s personal religious home and integrating that into the 
Mishkan as the new the communal home.9 The focus of the Mishkan is not necessarily on the 
one dimension, the one direction, of God descending to a nation, but rather speaks to man’s 
ability to create and build places and structures that are worthy, through human initiative, to 
house the Shechinas HaShem. 

It is this that is celebrated and commemorated through the building and dwelling in the succah. 
Not just the dimension of the miraculous, transcendent ananei kavod, but the remembrance of a  
nation, who having tasted freedom, chose to build tents infused with the spirit of the Mishkan, 
the spirit of mah tovu ohalecha Yaakov. Thousands of years later, the paradigm of that tent 
should still inspire our experience in the succah. Let’s make the experience of sitting in the 
succah an opportunity, one that we might only be able to sustain for a week, of creating a home 
overflowing with the spirit of sanctity and serenity.  Through the merit of building and dwelling 
in the succah that reflects the essence of the Mishkan we should collectively all merit to return to 
Yerushalayim next year, experiencing Succos in the shadow of the rebuilt Bais HaMikdash.  

                                                 
7 HKB’H telling Moshe to stand outside of the Mishkan during the Hashraas Hashechinah would certainly speak to 
this approach; see Rav Neventzal shlit"a at the end of Shmos for more on this topic. 
8 See the Kuzari 1:97 for a somewhat different formulation. 
9 R’ Elazar HaKalir alludes to this concept in the Kinnos when he describes the Mishkan as ohali- my tent 


