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SUKKOT: CELEBRATING PARTICULARITY 
ALONGSIDE UNIVERSALITY

The Talmud (Sukkah 55b) teaches that 
the 70 bulls that are sacrificed over the 
course of the seven days of Sukkot are 
brought to benefit the 70 nations of the 
world:

ָאַמר ַרְִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר: ָהֵני ִַׁשְבִעים ָּפִרים ְָּכֶנֶגד ִמי — 
ְָּכֶנֶגד ִַׁשְבִעים אּוּמֹות... ָאַמר ַרְִּבי יֹוָחָנן: אֹוי ָלֶהם 
ַלֹּגֹוִיים, ֶַׁשִאְְּבדּו — ְוֵאין יֹוְדִעין ַמה ֶּׁשִאְְּבדּו. ְִּבְזַמן 

ֶַׁשְֵּבית ַהִּמְקָּדַׁש ַקָּיים, ִמְזְֵּבַח ְמַכֵּפר ֲעֵליֶהן. ְוַעְכַָׁשיו, 
ִמי ְמַכֵּפר ֲעֵליֶהן?

Rabbi Eliezer said: Why are 70 offerings 
brought on Sukkot? For the (merit of 
the) 70 nations of the world… Rabbi 
Yochanan said: Woe unto the nations of 
the world that lost something and do not 
know what they lost. When the Temple 
is standing, the 70 bulls sacrificed on the 
altar during the festival of Sukkot atones 
for them. And now that the Temple is 
destroyed, who atones for them?

Rashi explains that we offer these 
sacrifices so that rain shall fall all over 
the world: 

לכפר עליהם שירדו גשמים בכל העולם לפי 
שנידונין בחג על המים.

To bring forgiveness for them (the 70 
nations), because on Sukkot we are judged 
for rain. 

It would seem that Sukkot in particular 
is the holiday in which we express 
our concern for the whole world. The 
universal element of Sukkot emerges 
from Scripture (Zecharya 14:16) as 
well. Zecharya tells us that in messianic 
times, following the war of Gog 
u-Magog, the righteous nations of 
the world will celebrate Sukkot along 
with the Jews, while those who do not 
participate will be punished:1

ם  ְוָהָיה ָָּכל ַהּנֹוָתר ִמָָּכל ַהֹּגֹוִים ַהְָּבִאים ַעל ְירּוַָׁשָלִ
ְוָעלּו ִמֵּדי ַָׁשָנה ְבַָׁשָנה ְלִהְַׁשְַּתֲחֹות ְלֶמֶלְך ה' ְצָב-אֹות 

ְוָלֹחג ֶאת ַחג ַהֻֻּסָּכֹות: ְוָהָיה ֲאֶַׁשר לֹא ַיֲעֶלה ֵמֵאת 
ם ְלִהְַׁשְַּתֲחֹות ְלֶמֶלְך ה'  ִמְַׁשְּפחֹות ָהָאֶרץ ֶאל ְירּוַָׁשַלִ

ְצָב-אֹות ְולֹא ֲעֵליֶהם ִיְהֶיה ַהָֹּגֶַׁשם:
All who survive of all those nations that 
came up against Jerusalem shall go up 
from year to year to worship the King, the 

God of Hosts, and to keep the holiday of 
Sukkot. And whoever does not come to 
Jerusalem to bow low to the King Lord of 
Hosts shall receive no rain.
Zecharya, 14:16-17 

Of course, it is not just on Sukkot that 
we are meant to lead the world in the 
service of God. Earlier in Zecharya 
describes how we will teach all of 
humanity how to serve God: 

ָֹּכה ָאַמר ה’ ְצָב-אֹות ְַּבָּיִמים ָהֵהָּמה ֲאֶַׁשר ַיֲחִזיקּו 
ֲעְָׂשָרה ֲאָנִַׁשים ִמָֹּכל ְלַֹׁשנֹות ַהֹּגֹוִים ְוֶהֱחִזיקּו ְִּבְכַנף 
ִאיַׁש ְיהּוִדי ֵלאמֹר ֵנְלָכה ִעָּמֶכם ִָּכי ַָׁשַמְענּו ֱאֹלִקים 

ִעָּמֶכם: 
Thus says Hashem, Master of hosts: “In 
those days, it shall come to pass that ten 
men shall take hold, out of all the languages 
of the nations, shall even take hold of the 
skirt of a Jew, saying: ‘We will go with you, 
for we have heard that God is with you.’”
Zecharya 8:23

Indeed, the idea of non-Jews joining 
us in the service of God is repeated 
throughout the books of the Prophets 
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(see, for example, Yeshayahu 66:20), 
however, there appears to be a particular 
concern for the nations on Sukkot.

This first passage cited from Zecharya 
comes from the first haftara on Sukkot. 
The second haftara may also allude 
to this theme. It describes Shlomo’s 
induction of the First Temple, 
which took place on Sukkot. When 
inaugurating the Beit Hamikdash, God’s 
resting place among the Jews, Shlomo 
prays that God listen to the prayers of 
non-Jews as well.

ְוַגם ֶאל ַהָּנְכִרי ֲאֶַׁשר לֹא ֵמַעְּמָך ִיְְׂשָרֵאל הּוא ּוָבא 
ֵמֶאֶרץ ְרחֹוָקה ְלַמַען ְַׁשֶמָך: ִָּכי ִיְַׁשְמעּון ֶאת ִַׁשְמָך 

ַהָֹּגדֹול ְוֶאת ָיְדָך ַהֲחָזָקה ּוְזרֲֹעָך ַהְּנטּוָיה ּוָבא ְוִהְתַּפֵּלל 
ֶאל ַהְַּבִית ַהֶֶּזה: ַאְָּתה ְִּתְַׁשַמע ַהָּׁשַמִים ְמכֹון ִַׁשְבְֶּתָך 

ְוָעְִׂשיָת ְָּכֹכל ֲאֶַׁשר ִיְקָרא ֵאֶליָך ַהָּנְכִרי ְלַמַען ֵיְדעּון ָָּכל 
ַעֵּמי ָהָאֶרץ ֶאת ְַׁשֶמָך ְלִיְרָאה ֹאְתָך ְָּכַעְּמָך ִיְְׂשָרֵאל 
ְוָלַדַעת ִָּכי ִַׁשְמָך ִנְקָרא ַעל ַהְַּבִית ַהֶֶּזה ֲאֶַׁשר ְָּבִניִתי:

Moreover, concerning the stranger that 
is not of Your people, Israel, when he 
shall come out of a far country for Your 
name's sake — for they shall hear of Your 
great name, Your mighty hand, and Your 
outstretched arm — when he shall come 
and pray toward this house, You should 
hear in heaven, Your dwelling-place, and 
do according to all that the stranger calls 
to You for; that all the peoples of the earth 
may know Your name, to fear You, as does 
Your people, Israel, and that they may 
know that Your name is called upon this 
house that I have built.
Melachim I 8:41-43

Shlomo stresses that the Temple is a 
place of prayer not just for the Jews but 
for all the people of the world, a theme 
echoed by Yeshayahu.

ַוֲהִביאֹוִתים ֶאל ַהר ָקְדִַׁשי ְוְִׂשַּמְחְִּתים ְְּבֵבית ְְּתִפָּלִתי 
עֹוֹלֵתיֶהם ְוִזְבֵחיֶהם ְלָרצֹון ַעל ִמְזְְּבִחי ִָּכי ֵביִתי ְֵּבית 

ְְּתִפָּלה ִיַָּקֵרא ְלָכל ָהַעִִּמים.
I will bring them to My sacred mount and 
let them rejoice in My house of prayer. 
Their burnt offerings and sacrifices shall 
be welcome on My altar; for My House 
shall be called a house of prayer for all 
peoples.
Yeshayahu 56:7

While Sukkot celebrates our concern 
for humanity, Shmini Atzeret celebrates 
Hashem’s special relationship with us. 
The continuation of the aforementioned 
Talmudic passage (Sukkah 55b) notes 
that the single bull brought on Shmini 
Atzeret:

ַּפר ְיִחיִדי ָלָּמה — ְָּכֶנֶגד אּוָּמה ְיִחיָדה. ָמַָׁשל ְלֶמֶלְך 
ְָּבְָׂשר ָוָדם ֶַׁשָאַמר ַלֲעָבָדיו: ֲעְׂשּו ִלי ְסעּוָדה ְֹּגדֹוָלה. 
ְליֹום ַאֲחרֹון ָאַמר ְלאֹוֲהבֹו: ֲעְֵׂשה ִלי ְסעּוָדה ְקַטָּנה 

ְָּכֵדי ֶַׁשֵאָהֶנה ִמְּמָך.
Why is a single bull sacrificed on the 
Eighth Day of Assembly? It corresponds 
to the singular nation, Israel. This can be 
compared to a king of flesh and blood who 
said to his servants: Prepare me a great 
feast that will last for several days. When 
the feast concluded, on the last day, he said 
to his beloved servant: Prepare me a small 
feast so that I can derive pleasure from you 
alone.

People make a big mistake when 
they assume that particularity, or the 
emphasis of God’s special relationship 
with the Jewish people, implies that 
God is not concerned with all of 
humanity. As we have seen regarding 
Sukkot, no such dichotomy exists. 
While the Temple reflects God’s love 
for us, choosing to rest in our midst, 
that should not be seen as indicating 
a lack of concern for all of humanity. 
Thus we bring korbanot on behalf of all 
of humanity. Likewise, our Mikdash is a 
place of prayer for every human being. 

The above sources that emphasize 
universality alongside particularism are 
in no way remarkable. Remarkably, in 
so many of the places where the Torah 
stresses particularity, it simultaneously 
highlights universality. Let us consider a 
number of examples:

ְוֶאֶעְְׂשָך ְלגֹוי ָֹּגדֹול ַוֲאָבֶרְכָך ַוֲאַגְּדָלה ְַׁשֶמָך ֶוְהֵיה 
ְְּבָרָכה: ַוֲאָבְרָכה ְמָבְרֶכיָך ּוְמַקֶּלְלָך ָאֹאר ְוִנְבְרכּו ְבָך 

ָֹּכל ִמְַׁשְּפֹחת ָהֲאָדָמה:  
And I will make you into a great nation, 
bless you, and make your name great; and 
you shall be a blessing. And I will bless 
those that bless you and curse those that 

curse; and all the families of the earth shall 
be blessed through you.
Bereishit 12:2-3

When God informs Avraham of the 
unique mission of his descendants 
(particularity), he stresses his 
contribution to the rest of the world: 
and all the families of the earth shall be 
blessed through you. Along similar lines 
the verse states:

ְוִהְתְָּבְרכּו ְבַזְרֲעָך ָֹּכל ֹּגֹוֵיי ָהָאֶרץ ֵעֶקב ֲאֶַׁשר ַָׁשַמְעְָּת 
ְְּבֹקִלי:

And all the nations of the earth shall be 
blessed through your offspring, because 
you have listened to My voice. 
Bereishit 22:18

Here, too, Avraham is told that because 
of his greatness, blessing will be 
brought to the entire world. It is not just 
Avraham’s mission to bring blessing to 
the entire world. This is the mission of 
the entire Jewish people as God tells 
them prior to receiving the Torah:

ְוַעְָּתה ִאם ַָׁשמֹוַע ְִּתְַׁשְמעּו ְְּבֹקִלי ּוְַׁשַמְרְֶּתם ֶאת 
ְְּבִריִתי ִוְהִייֶתם ִלי ְסֻגָּלה ִמָָּכל ָהַעִּמים ִָּכי ִלי ָָּכל 

ָהָאֶרץ: ְוַאֶּתם ִּתְהיּו ִלי ַמְמֶלֶכת ֹּכֲהִנים ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוַׁש 
ֵאֶּלה ַהְּדָבִרים ֲאֶַׁשר ְְּתַדְֵּבר ֶאל ְְּבֵני ִיְְׂשָרֵאל:

And now, if you obey Me and keep My 
covenant, you shall be to Me a treasure out 
of all peoples, for Mine is the entire earth. 
And you shall be to Me a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation. These are the 
words that you shall speak to the children 
of Israel.
Shemot 19:5-6

The second verse declares that the Jewish 
people are “a kingdom of priests.” While 
this title might indicate a degree of 
superiority, R. Avraham son of Rambam 
(in Rambam’s name) and Seforno note 
that the accolade likewise demands that 
we take responsibility for the spiritual 
needs of the entire world — like priests, 
the Jews are to serve the populace:

תהיו אתם בשמירת תורתי מנהיגי העולם, היחס 
שלכם אליהם כיחס הכהן אל עדתו ילכו העולם 
בעקבותיכם ויהיו מחקים את מעשיכם ויתהלכו 

בדרכיכם.
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You shall be, through the keeping of my 
Torah, the leaders of the world. Your 
relationship shall resemble the relationship 
of a priest to his flock. The entire world 
shall follow your lead and await your 
actions and walk in your path.
Commentary of R. Avraham son of 
Rambam to Shemot 19:6

ואתם תהיו לי ממלכת כהנים. ובזה תהיו סגולה 
מכלם כי תהיו ממלכת כהנים להבין ולהורות 

לכל המין האנושי לקרוא כלם בשם ה', ולעבדו 
שכם אחד.

And you shall be to Me a kingdom of 
priests, and through this you shall be a 
treasure from among the nations, for you 
will be a kingdom of priests to guide and 
teach all of humanity to serve God and 
serve Him unitedly.
Seforno, Shemot 19:6

Along similar lines, R. Samson Raphael 
Hirsch (Commentary to Sefer Vayikra 
20:26) powerfully articulates this 
orientation towards the implications of 
chosenness:

…so that in no way does Jewish thought 
look on the choice of Israel as a rejection 
of the rest of humanity. It regards the 
choice of Israel only as a beginning, only 
the restarting of the spiritual and moral 
rebuilding of Mankind, only the first step 
to that future … where many nations will 
attach themselves to God, and become His 
People, and Israel’s Sanctuary will not only 
be the central heart of Israel but the center 
of Mankind, who will have found their 
way to God.

We can cite dozens of additional 
examples where particularity is 
emphasized alongside universality, 
in order to ensure that we don’t 
overemphasize one of these themes 
at the expense of the other. However, 
because of space considerations let us 

simply cite a couple more:

ֲאִני ה’ ְקָראִתיָך ְבֶצֶדק ְוַאְחֵזק ְְּבָיֶדָך ְוֶאָּצְרָך ְוֶאְֶּתְנָך 
ִלְבִרית ָעם ְלאֹור ּגֹוִים. 

I Hashem have called you in righteousness, 
taken hold of your hand, and kept you, 
and I have set you as a covenant of the 
people, for a light of the nations.
Yeshayahu 44:6

As God stresses the eternal covenant 
with the Jewish people, he charges them 
with a universal mission — to be a light 
unto the nations.2 The same thing can 
be seen later in Yeshayahu as well:

ִָּכי ִהֵּנה ַהֹחֶַׁשְך ְיַכֶֻּסה ֶאֶרץ ַוֲעָרֶפל ְלֻאִּמים ְוָעַלִיְך 
ִיְזַרח ה’ ּוְכבֹודֹו ָעַלִיְך ֵיָרֶאה: ְוָהְלכּו גֹוִים ְלאֹוֵרְך 

ּוְמָלִכים ְלֹנַגּה ַזְרֵחְך:
For behold, darkness shall cover the earth, 
and gross darkness the peoples; but upon 
you, Hashem will arise, and His glory shall 
be seen upon you. And nations shall walk 
by your light, and kings at the brightness of 
your rising.
Yeshayahu 60:2-3 

This harmonious dissonance, the 
simultaneous focus on the universal 
and the particular, shines forth in the 
prayer of Aleinu, which originates in 
the Rosh ha-Shana liturgy and now 
is recited thrice daily. The first stanza 
highlights Israel’s preeminence: “It is 
our duty to praise the Master of all, 
to ascribe greatness to the Molder of 
primeval creation, for He has not made 
us like the nations of the lands and has 
not emplaced us like the families of 
the earth; for He has not assigned our 
portion like theirs nor our lot like all 
their multitudes.” The second stanza, 
though, longs for a day “when all of 
mankind will call upon Your name”; the 
ideal world is not one when we alone 
acknowledge God’s sovereignty — it is 
one of universal recognition of God. 

Another instance of this phenomenon 
can be found in Avot 3:14, which 
stresses the singularity of humanity 
(“Precious is man who was created 
in the image of God”) alongside the 
distinctiveness of the Jew (“Precious 
is Yisrael who are called children of 
God”).

Let us now return to where we began — 
the holiday of Sukkot. At first it seems 
strange that we would express our 
concern for all of humanity specifically 
on this holiday. After all, on Sukkot we 
remember God’s special protection of 
the Jewish people while they traversed 
the wilderness on their way from Egypt 
to the Holy Land. Whether the sukkah 
commemorates the booths we slept 
in or the clouds that surrounded us, 
it was only us that experienced that 
protection. Why then would we include 
non-Jews in our celebration? In light of 
what we have seen, the answer seems 
self-evident. On Sukkot we remember 
our special mission; we celebrate our 
unique relationship with our creator; 
and we recall that part of that mission is 
to lead all of humanity in the service of 
God. 

Endnotes

1. Another reflection of universality is that 
non-Jews are specifically given this mitzva as 
a trial. The Talmud (Avoda Zara 3a) relates 
that in the future, the nations of the world will 
complain about the preferential status enjoyed 
by the Jews. God will give them specifically 
the mitzva of sukkah as a trial. Though they 
fail the test and end up kicking the sukkah, 
the fact that sukkah is chosen for this test is 
noteworthy.

2. See, however, some of the commentaries on 
that verse that may not understand it that way.
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