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Succcot,
Celebrating the Joy of Life
Succot is the third festival in two weeks. First we had Rosh Hashanah and crowned God as 
King. Then we celebrated Yom Kippur and completed our Teshuva. Now we have Succot 
– described as “the time of our [greatest] happiness”! 

Why do we need Succot in such close succession to the Days 
of Awe?
There is a story of a King whose son leaves him to join a group of anarchists1. After a 
while the prince is rescued by soldiers, returns and in a stern ceremony before the senior 
courtiers, apologises to his father for his misbehaviour. But he has lost the trust of his 
father the King – no amount of stern apologetics can convince his father that he has really 
changed. Only a long time later, when the King sees his son dancing and singing at a 
Royal function does the King now believe that the son has returned for good. His inner 
feelings could have been disguised when he was under stress, but when he was relaxed 
and joyful, his true attitude was revealed.  

And that’s us.

We strayed. We returned on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. But that was austere. They 
were Days of Awe. On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur some dress in a Kittel (the robes 
of purity which are also worn when a person passes away). We say the Confession (Vidui) 
that one says on one’s deathbed. We talk about the book of life (and death). We don’t eat, 
drink, wash or wear leather shoes. There is a serious tone to these days.

Then there is Succot.

Food and drink is commanded (in the Succah). Enjoyment of nature (seeing the stars 
through a roof made of plant material). Singing in Shul (the Hallel prayer).

Succot is a festival that celebrates life.

The greatest reason to disqualify a Lulav is if it is dried out. We learn this from the words of 
the Psalm recited on Succot – “The dead cannot praise You”2. We shake the Lulav 18 times 
(3 times in each of 6 directions) – the number 18 has the numerical value of the hebrew 
word chai – meaning life3.

We may have returned to the King on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur out of fear and 
trembling. Now we have the chance to show that we have truly returned – through joy and 
celebration of life.

1 Netivot Shalom
2 Gemara Succah
3 Rav Shlomo Aviner
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Celebration of Life: The Succah
We may ask ourselves – what is life? What is it all about? What are we rushing around for? 
Is it worth celebrating? This old story sums it up perfectly.

An American tourist was at the pier of a small coastal Mexican village when a small boat 
with just one fisherman docked. 

Inside the small boat were several large yellowfin tuna. The tourist complimented the 
Mexican on the quality of his fish and asked how long it took to catch them. The Mexican 
replied, “Only a little while.” 

The tourist then asked, “Why didn’t you stay out longer and catch more fish?” 

The Mexican said, “With this I have more than enough to support my family’s needs.” 

The tourist then asked, “But what do you do with the rest of your time?” 

The Mexican fisherman said, “I sleep late, fish a little, play with my children, take siesta with 
my wife, Maria, stroll into the village each evening where I sip wine and play guitar with my 
amigos, I have a full and busy life.” 

The tourist scoffed, “I can help you. You should spend more time fishing; and with the 
proceeds, buy a bigger boat: With the proceeds from the bigger boat you could buy 
several boats. Eventually you would have a fleet of fishing boats. Instead of selling your 
catch to a middleman you would sell directly to the processor; eventually opening your 
own cannery. You would control the product, processing and distribution. You could leave 
this small coastal fishing village and move to Mexico City, then Los Angeles and eventually 
New York where you could run your ever-expanding enterprise.” 

The Mexican fisherman asked, “But, how long will this all take?” 

The tourist replied, “15 to 20 years.” 

“But what then?” asked the Mexican. 

The tourist laughed and said, “That’s the best part. When the time is right you would sell 
your company stock to the public and become very rich, you would make millions.”

“Millions?...Then what?” 

The American said, “Then you would retire. Move to a small coastal fishing village where 
you would sleep late, fish a little, play with your kids, take siesta with your wife, stroll to the 
village in the evenings where you could sip wine and play your guitar with your amigos.”

Succot reminds us to refocus and understand what life is truly all about. We spend so 
much of our lives obsessed by our material possestions, Succot and the Succah ask us to 
focus on what really matters in life. 

The Succah is also a leveler for society. Throughout the year we may choose to differentiate 
ourselves by our cars, our homes and our holidays. But on Succot we are all equal – living 
in a temporary dwelling, at one with Nature, remembering the joy that can be obtained 
through the simplest things in life. In the words of one Rabbi4 “We must remember – and 
communicate to our children – that what is important is values not venues, content not 
coverings, inner emotions and not external appearances”.
4 Rabbi Shlomo Riskin

Yom Kippur and Succot are “Cleansers”
We came out of Yom Kippur cleansed in a spiritual sense – ready to start again. We enter 
Succot cleansed in a material sense – living back-to-basics. May we capture this feeling 
of joy, from the pure simplicity of life. May we remember it and may it provide us with hope 
and strength for the rest of the year.


