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I am sure that at one time or another, we have all remarked about how lucky we have 
been with regard to the weather this past Sukkot. Aside from Seuda Shlishit on  Shabbat Cholo 
Shel Moed afternoon,1 we have been able to eat every meal, and then some, outside, in our 
Sukkot.  It is as if, and I have to emphasize as if, we were living in Israel, where there usually is a 
sharp demarcation between the non-rainy and rainy seasons.  

 

Ironically, from the perspective of the Mishna, rain is a phenomenon that coincides with 

the beginning as opposed to the end of Sukkot, although were it to rain before the end of the 

Chag, we would be disappointed not being able to fulfill the Mitzva to dwell in a Sukka: 

 

Ta’anit 1:1 

 When do we begin to make mention of the power of rain (insert “Mashiv HaRuach 
U’Morid HaGashem” in the Amida)?  
R. Eliezer says: On the first day of the Festival (Sukkot).  
R. Yehoshua says: On the last day of the Festival.  
R. Yehoshua said to him: Seeing that rain on the feast is a sign of God’s Anger,2 why 

make mention of it?  
Thereupon R. Eliezer said to him: I also did not say it to pray, but to make mention “He 

Causes the wind to blow and the rain to fall” in its due season.  
He (R. Yehoshua) replied to him: If that is so, one should at all times make mention of 

it...      

  
The prayers in our liturgy, Tefillat Geshem (prayer for rain) today on Shmini Atzeret 

(which according to the Halacha, is when we begin to insert “Mashiv HaRuach U’Morid 

HaGashem”, in accordance with R. Yehoshua), and Tefillat Tal (prayer for dew) on Pesach,  

reflect the stark  extremes of the Israeli meteorological annual cycle—the rainy period of the fall 

and winter months,  contrasted with the non-rainy season during the spring and summer, 

Pesach and Sukkot serving as the opposite loci of these two climatic phases . In addition to 1) 

Tefillat Geshem, the transition to the rainy season around this time of year was indicated by 2) 

Simchat Beit HaShoeiva (rejoicing of water drawing) , marked by water libations in the Temple, 

and 3) the Hoshanot ritual, featuring extremely tall Aravot3 that would be gathered from a 

                                                           
1 In a recent Jerusalem Post article, it was noted that rain fell on Northern Israel this past Shabbat as well. 

See http://www.jpost.com/National-News/First-rain-of-the-season-touches-down-326694 . 
2
 Sukka 28b 

Mishna. All the seven days of the Festival, a man must make the Sukka his permanent abode and 
his house his temporary abode. If rain fell, when may one be permitted to leave it? When the 
porridge would become spoilt. They propounded a parable: To what can this be compared? To a 
slave who comes to fill the cup for his master, and he poured a pitcher over his face.   

3
 Arthur Schaffer (see below) refers to the Arava as:  

http://www.jpost.com/National-News/First-rain-of-the-season-touches-down-326694
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watery area near Yerushalayim called Motza, leaned against the Mizbeach, and with which 

people would encircle the Temple’s altar each day of Yom Tov and Cholo Shel Moed, 

culminating with seven such circuits on Hoshana Rabba. 4) Even the Arba Minim (the four 

species), that we concluded taking up and waving on Hoshana Rabba, could be viewed as an 

expression of the centrality of water to agricultural life in Israel. 

 

In Arthur Schaffer’s  1982 article in Tradition, entitled, “The Agricultural and Ecological 

Symbollism of the Four Species of Sukkot”4 (p. 139), in addition to the well-known Midrashic 

interpretations of what the different species might represent,5 the author points out how each 

of the four species symbolizes the relationship of a different type of plant with water in the land 

of Israel— 

1)  the Aravot, willows, referred to in the Tora as “Arvei Nachal”6 (willows of the 

brook), grow alongside bodies of water; 

2)  the Lulav (date palm), is found in desert oases, fed by underground springs in the 

middle of the desert;  

3)  the Hadasim (myrtles), naturally grow in the hilly and mountainous areas of 

Israel,7 technically known as the riverine thickets;  

and  4)  the Etrog (citrus fruit), is a species that depends heavily upon artificial irrigation.8  

Schaffer concludes his article with an interesting Zionist consideration, suggesting that the 

actual return to the land of Israel will allow people to relate more to the agricultural significance 

of the four species, i.e., their association with water and rain, something that was not the case 

as long as Jews primarily resided in the Diaspora : 

  

                                                                                                                                                                             
“the plant world’s symbol of water par excellence…Their natural habitat is banks of rivers and 
brooks; they thrive in moist, even flooded soils. Physiologically they are particularly adapted to 
life in wet, water abundant areas, and this characteristic naturally made them the floral 
centerpiece of the Temple altar during Sukkot.” (p. 135) 

4
http://www.traditiononline.org/news/originals/Volume%2020/No.%202/The%20Agricultural%20And.pdf  

5
 Beraishit Rabba 30:9 –different aspects of HaShem. 

Ibid. 10 – the three Patriarchs along with Yosef; the four Matriarchs. 
Ibid. 11 – the Sanhedrin, scholars, rows of students sitting in the Yeshiva, the scribes recording the 

discussions. 
Ibid. 12 – different types of Jews that comprise the Jewish people.  
6
 VaYikra 23:40  

And ye shall take you on the first day the fruit of goodly trees, branches of palm-trees, and 
boughs of thick trees, and willows of the brook, and ye shall rejoice before the LORD your God 
seven days.  

7 The packages in which the Hadassim that were bought through KMS, state that the branches contained 

therein originate in Tzephat—a city in the North of Israel, 900 meters above sea level.  
8
 Consider a pun in Sukka 35a, offered in order to demonstrate that the ambiguous terminology in the 

Tora, i.e., “a fruit of a “Hadar” tree, or a fruit of a tree that is “Hadar” is in fact an Etrog: 

Ben ‘Azzai said, Read not "פרי עץ הדר"  "hadar", but "hudor" for in Greek, water is called hudor 
(related to “hydro”). Now what fruit is it that grows requiring every water—natural and artificial 
irrigation? Say, of course, it is the Etrog. 

http://www.traditiononline.org/news/originals/Volume%2020/No.%202/The%20Agricultural%20And.pdf
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Needless to say, the de-emphasis of the agricultural and ecological symbolism of 
the four species of Sukkot is in no small part due to the Jewish people's 
temporary separation from the land of Israel. The native flora in their natural 
habitats regretfully faded from memory; the palms of Jericho turned from 
reality to hopeful symbols on prayerbook covers.9 With the modern day return 
to the land and fulfillment of (Beraishit 13:17)"Arise, walk through the land in 
the length of it and the breadth of it", the natural history of the land of the Bible 

                                                           
9
 In an early children’s book, entitled “Chagainu” (our Festivals), published in New York in 1928 (Miller-

Lynn Publishing Co., reissued in 1985 by Modan Hotzo’a LeOhr, Tel Aviv) and illustrated by one of the 
original teachers in the Betzalel school of art, Zev Raban, the date palm tree appears in the cover art as 
well as the frontispiece as a symbol of the land of Israel. See http://www.kedem-
auctions.com/Items/%D7%97%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A0%D7%95-%E2%80%93-%D7%96%D7%90%D7%91-
%D7%A8%D7%91%D7%9F-%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%99%D7%9F-
%D7%A7%D7%99%D7%A4%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%A1-%E2%80%93-%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%95-
%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%A7-1928 Here is a different example of his stylized work, featuring a palm 
tree: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.kedem-auctions.com/Items/%D7%97%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A0%D7%95-%E2%80%93-%D7%96%D7%90%D7%91-%D7%A8%D7%91%D7%9F-%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%A7%D7%99%D7%A4%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%A1-%E2%80%93-%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%95-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%A7-1928
http://www.kedem-auctions.com/Items/%D7%97%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A0%D7%95-%E2%80%93-%D7%96%D7%90%D7%91-%D7%A8%D7%91%D7%9F-%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%A7%D7%99%D7%A4%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%A1-%E2%80%93-%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%95-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%A7-1928
http://www.kedem-auctions.com/Items/%D7%97%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A0%D7%95-%E2%80%93-%D7%96%D7%90%D7%91-%D7%A8%D7%91%D7%9F-%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%A7%D7%99%D7%A4%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%A1-%E2%80%93-%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%95-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%A7-1928
http://www.kedem-auctions.com/Items/%D7%97%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A0%D7%95-%E2%80%93-%D7%96%D7%90%D7%91-%D7%A8%D7%91%D7%9F-%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%A7%D7%99%D7%A4%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%A1-%E2%80%93-%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%95-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%A7-1928
http://www.kedem-auctions.com/Items/%D7%97%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A0%D7%95-%E2%80%93-%D7%96%D7%90%D7%91-%D7%A8%D7%91%D7%9F-%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%A7%D7%99%D7%A4%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%A1-%E2%80%93-%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%95-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%A7-1928
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is being relearned. The land that (Devarim 11:12) "the Eyes of the Lord thy God 
are upon" no doubt eagerly awaits this continued rediscovery.10   
 
A different implication about the theme of rain and water during Sukkot is raised by 

Richard Schwartz, in a Jerusalem Post article on Sept 18th, Erev Chag, entitled, “The Harvest 

Festival: Time to Reestablish a Vegetarian Diet”.11 Schwartz  has written extensively in the past 

regarding the general importance of adopting a vegetarian diet, and argued in this particular 

article, that in order to be respectful of the water that we are praying for and hoping will be 

forthcoming this year, a vegetarian diet should be adopted, since it utilizes water much more 

economically and efficiently than does a diet that includes meat. He quotes a Newsweek article 

that claimed that the amount of water needed to raise a 1000 lb steer would float a Naval 

destroyer.12 The author further states that a person on an animal-based diet requires fourteen  

times as much water, most of which is used to irrigate feed crops, compared to  a person on a 

vegan diet. While I realize that Schwartz is simply exploiting the Sukkot festival to advance the 

cause of vegetarianism, I think that dedicating at least one meal during the course of Sukkot to 

raising sensitivity to the importance of water by means of serving vegetarian or even vegan 

foods would constitute a meaningful ritual which could help focus our attention upon one of the 

key themes of the Chag.  

 

But even as we can point to the various aspects of prayer and ritual on Sukkot as 

directing us to think about the role that water in general, and rain in particular, plays in our 

lives, there is an important distinction that, in my opinion, must be made when we think about  

Sukkot. On the one hand, reading the Tora text, the holiday  is clearly a harvest festival during 

which we give thanks for our bounty of the past year:  

 

Shemot 23:16 

…And the feast of ingathering, at the end of the year, when thou gatherest in 

thy labors out of the field.  

Ibid. 34:22 

…And the feast of ingathering at the turn of the year.  

Devarim 16:13-5 

Thou shalt keep the Feast of Tabernacles seven days, after that thou hast 

gathered in from thy threshing-floor and from thy winepress. And thou shalt 

rejoice in thy Feast, thou, and thy son, and thy daughter, and thy man-servant, 

and thy maid-servant, and the Levite, and the stranger, and the fatherless, and 

the widow, that are within thy gates. Seven days shalt thou keep a Feast unto 

                                                           
10

 Schaffer, p. 139. 
11

 http://www.jpost.com/Jewish-World/Judaism/The-harvest-festival-Time-to-reestablish-a-vegetarian-
diet-326450  
12

 This source is quoted in a number of articles advocating vegetarianism, e.g., 
http://www.vegsource.com/articles/pimentel_water.htm , 
http://www.calpeacepower.org/0302/meal.htm , http://www.planetaryrenewal.org/ipr/vegetarian.html  

http://www.jpost.com/Jewish-World/Judaism/The-harvest-festival-Time-to-reestablish-a-vegetarian-diet-326450
http://www.jpost.com/Jewish-World/Judaism/The-harvest-festival-Time-to-reestablish-a-vegetarian-diet-326450
http://www.vegsource.com/articles/pimentel_water.htm
http://www.calpeacepower.org/0302/meal.htm
http://www.planetaryrenewal.org/ipr/vegetarian.html
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the LORD thy God in the place which the LORD shall Choose; because the LORD 

thy God shall Bless thee in all thine increase, and in all the work of thy hands, 

and thou shalt be altogether joyful.   

 

But Rabbinic literature depicts Sukkot as a time of judgment leading to concern for the 

coming year’s growing season and rainfall.  Consider the following Mishna:  

 

Rosh HaShana 1:2 
Mishna.  At four seasons Divine Judgment is passed on the world: 
At Pesach in respect of produce;  
At Shavuot in respect to fruit; 
At Rosh HaShana all creatures pass before Him like children in single file, as it says, 
(Tehillim 33:15) “He that Fashions the heart of them all, that Considers all their doings”; 
And on Sukkot judgement is passed in respect of rain. 

 
We are expected to be thankful for and rejoice over the rain and material success that we have 

had during the previous year, making it a true time of (Devarim 16:14) “And you will rejoice in 

your Festival” in every sense of the word. Yet, during the same period of time, we cry out via our 

traditional liturgy during Hallel, the Hoshanot and in Tefilat Geshem:  

 

“Please save us!...  

Please answer our prayers!...  

Let the rain of this coming season be for a blessing and not for a curse.”13 

 

In that sense, this time of year is a perfect microcosm of the dialectic of the numerous ups and 

downs that confront us throughout our lives.14 No sooner than we have achieved and realized a 

long-term goal—we have finally gotten that degree, been given a promotion, completed a 

project, engaged in Teshuva during the Yomim Noraim—we are on to the next thing, worried 

about continuing to be able to be successful and prosperous. Sure we have graduated, but will 

we find a job? Along with more responsibility in our work comes not only the potential to be 

that much more successful, but also a greater opportunity to fail.  Even while the 

congratulations are being offered for work well-done, we wonder if we will be able to pull off 

our next challenge in a similar manner. We said that we will repent for all sorts of past 

shortcomings, but will we really? 

 

                                                           
13

 A truly dark thought is expressed in the last stanza of the liturgical poem that comprises Tefillat 
Geshem: 

Remember the twelve tribes You Brought through the divided water, 
For whom You Sweetened the bitterness of the water,  
For Your Sake their descendants blood was spilled like water,  
Turn to us for troubles engulf our souls like water. 

14
 Could this be the rationale for reading Kohelet, a sobering reflection upon past accomplishment, during 

Sukkot, in order to serve as a sort of “check and balance” to the joy marking the completion of the 
harvest? 



6 
 

This is the manner in which we should personalize and contemporize the concern with 

water and rain that Sukkot conveys. Sukkot in general and Shmini Atzeret in particular are 

simultaneously a glorious ending and a disconcerting new beginning full of potential but at the 

same time, and perhaps specifically as a result, fraught with danger and uncertainty.  

 

May we all have a year that will truly be filled with Beracha rather than Kellala. 

 

The symbol of rain, in addition to representing Parnasa and material success, Is also 

associated with Techiyat HaMeitim, the resurrection of those no longer with us. The natural 

cycle of life involves plant life shedding its leaves, dying down, only to be rejuvenated in the 

spring after a significant rainfall.  For this reason, the phrase that we will begin saying today in 

the Amida,  

 

  (Who Causes the wind to blow and the rain to fall) משיב הרוח ומוריד הגשם 

 

is placed in the second blessing, that concludes, ברוך אתה ה' מחי' המתים (Blessed be He Who 

Gives life to the dead). Although one of the basic principles of Jewish belief is that this incredible 

miracle will not only annually affect plant life, but will bring back all those who were near and 

dear to us, but are now no longer among us— 

 

 (the dead God Brings back to life with His Great Kindness) ֵמִתים יְַחיֶּה קל ְברֹב ַחְסּדו 

 ֹ 

In the meantime, they can live on in our memories and recollections, if we only make the effort 

to allow them to do so. That is what Yizkor is for, to give us such an opportunity.  

 

May the memories of our loved ones and friends, teachers and colleagues inspire us to 

live lives of which they would be proud, and to do good deeds such as giving Tzedaka (charity).  

 


