
GUIDE TO TISHREI

57  SHEMINI ATzERET AND SIMCHAT TORAH

The eighth and ninth days (in the 
Diaspora) are known as Shemini 
Atzeret and Simchat Torah. In 
Israel they are rolled together into 
one day of festivities.
Even though its celebration is linked to the beginning of Succot, Shemini Atzeret is 
actually a festival of its own. This is why we say the blessing of Shehecheyanu when we 
light candles and say Kiddush.

“Shemini” means the eighth. In Judaism the number eight represents perfection. For 
instance, a brit milah on a baby boy is performed on the eighth day of his life to instil 
him with perfection.

“Atzeret” means “holding back,” or that which is held back for the purpose of bringing 
it to its state of completion. Thus, the name “Shemini Atzeret” means the eighth day 
which is the additional day that brings the seven-day holiday of Succot to its state of 
perfection.

Shemini Atzeret is also a day of special intimacy between God and the Jewish people. 
If one looks at the sacrifices brought over the preceding seven days of Succot one sees 
an interesting progression from day to day of bull offerings from thirteen on the first day 
down to seven on the seventh day. This gives a total of seventy bulls sacrificed over 
the course of Succot which corresponds to the seventy nations of the world according 
to Jewish tradition. However, on Shemini Atzeret just one bull is sacrificed. This gives a 
clue to an understanding of Shemini Atzeret which the following story illustrates. 

A king held a celebration for all of his subjects which lasted all week long. As the 
celebrations drew to a close and the king’s subjects were leaving, he turned to his 
favoured courtiers and said “stay a while – tomorrow will be a day of special celebration 
- just with you.”

So it is with Shemini Atzeret. God’s presence in the world and the special role that the 
temple in Jerusalem played in bringing people closer to God (the word for a sacrifice 
in Hebrew ‘korbon’ comes from a root meaning ‘closeness’) is something to which all 
nations had access. But on Shemini Atzeret we have a powerful reminder that we are 
His chosen people.
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