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By all accounts, Hillel HaZakein, who lived between 100 BCE and 10 CE, was one of our 

greatest Tannaim, someone who contributed very significantly to the development of Judaism 

and Jewish values. Two of the most iconic and well-known statements summing up the Jewish 

outlook on life are attributed to him: 

 

Avot 1:14 

He used to say: If I am not for myself, who am I? And if I am for myself, what am 

I? And if not now, when? 

 

I can neither be completely self-absorbed, nor completely self-sacrificial. And what am I waiting 

for in terms of doing what I can and should? Seize the day! 

 

And 

 

Shabbat 31a 

What is hateful to you, to your friend do not do. This is (essence of) the entire Tora, the 

rest is its explanation. Go and study! 

    

The absolute essence of the Tora is reflected in how one treats another. Everything else is 

intended to promote and support the development of Middot (personal qualities) in terms of 

Bein Adam LeChaveiro (interpersonal relationships). 

 

But whereas these two statements are clear and readily understandable, there are other 

comments cited in Hillel’s name that, while beautiful and evocative, are not so readily given over 

to our comprehension. One such statement appears in various forms in Rabbinic literature,1  

among them compendiums dealing with the Sukkot holiday, that we have begun celebrating 

today. One form of Hillel’s statement is found in Tosefta Sukka, a collection of Baraitot, on the 

subject of Sukkot, after a description of Simchat Beit HaShoeiva,2 the wild and wonderful 

                                                           
1
 In an essay entitled “הכל כאן”, Zev Karkover discusses the variations in the Rabbinic sources that include 

Hillel’s comment that I will be discussing throughout. 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=7&ved=0CE4QFjAG&url=htt

p%3A%2F%2Fmy.ort.org.il%2Fmop%2Fphysics%2Fparasha%2Fsukot6.doc&ei=6AA_Us_7CLe24AOXkYAI&

usg=AFQjCNE7jV8hOywXr7KAr9ZXHueX1GetZw&sig2=YDwAKW6MlbUlnsVrFaRPeA&bvm=bv.52434380,d.

dmg  
2
 Tosefta Sukka 4:2 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=7&ved=0CE4QFjAG&url=http%3A%2F%2Fmy.ort.org.il%2Fmop%2Fphysics%2Fparasha%2Fsukot6.doc&ei=6AA_Us_7CLe24AOXkYAI&usg=AFQjCNE7jV8hOywXr7KAr9ZXHueX1GetZw&sig2=YDwAKW6MlbUlnsVrFaRPeA&bvm=bv.52434380,d.dmg
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http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=7&ved=0CE4QFjAG&url=http%3A%2F%2Fmy.ort.org.il%2Fmop%2Fphysics%2Fparasha%2Fsukot6.doc&ei=6AA_Us_7CLe24AOXkYAI&usg=AFQjCNE7jV8hOywXr7KAr9ZXHueX1GetZw&sig2=YDwAKW6MlbUlnsVrFaRPeA&bvm=bv.52434380,d.dmg
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=7&ved=0CE4QFjAG&url=http%3A%2F%2Fmy.ort.org.il%2Fmop%2Fphysics%2Fparasha%2Fsukot6.doc&ei=6AA_Us_7CLe24AOXkYAI&usg=AFQjCNE7jV8hOywXr7KAr9ZXHueX1GetZw&sig2=YDwAKW6MlbUlnsVrFaRPeA&bvm=bv.52434380,d.dmg
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Temple gala marking the annual water libations that would be observed during the intermediate 

days of Sukot.3  Hillel is then immediately quoted: 
 

Tosefta Sukka 4:3 

  אותי. יכותמול רגליי לשם  אוהב, שלבי למקום :'או הזקן הלל

Hillel the Elder says: To the place which my heart desires, there my feet take me. 

 

At first glance, Hillel appears to be making a comment having to do with an individual’s 

motivation for going somewhere, the premise being that one goes only to those places that he 

really wants to. But is this really true? Don’t we often find ourselves in places due to obligations 

and responsibilities rather than some deep personal feeling?  

 

Perhaps, upon further reflection, the statement is actually describing what happens to a 

person when he is on “auto-pilot” and not thinking very much about what he is doing. All of a 

sudden, when you finally notice where you are or have gone, you realize that you probably 

really wanted to go there all along, or otherwise you wouldn’t have naturally gravitated to this 

location. But what does this have to do with Sukkot in general and Simchat Beit HaShoeiva in 

particular?4 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Pious individuals and men of achievement would dance before them (those who had assembled in the 

Temple) with torches and would say before them words of praise. What would they say? Happy is he who 

has not sinned, and whomever has sinned, He will Forgive. And there were those among them who said: 

Happy are those who are borne and do not embarrass their ancestors—these are men of achievement. 

And there were those among them who said: Happy are the ancestors that you have atoned for those 

who are borne—these are the penitents.  
3 Even today, each night a different Yeshiva sponsors singing and dancing sessions in Meah She’arim that 

try to parallel in some small way these incredible events that marked Temple times.  
4
 A mystical perspective regarding the existential location of an individual at any moment is offered by R. 

Nachman of Breslav: 

Lekutai MoHaRaN, Part II, Tora 56 

When a person has a heart, the concept of “Makom” (place) does not pertain to him at all,  

Because, on the contrary, he is the “place” of the world,  

Because Godliness Resides in the heart, as is written, (Tehillim 73:26) “Rock of my heart”. 

And regarding HaShem, May He Be Blessed, it is stated, (Shemot 33:21) “Behold, there is 

‘Makom’ with Me”.  

For He is “Mekomo” of the world, and the world is not His “Mekomo”.  

Therefore, someone who has a Jewish heart,  

It is not appropriate for him to say that this “Makom” is not good from his perspective, 

Because the idea of place is completely irrelevant to him.  

For on the contrary, he is “Mekomo” of the world.  

And the world is not his “Mekomo”. 
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The continuation of Hillel’s statement in the Tosefta, particularly the proof text that is 

brought from the Tora, sheds light on the matter:  

  לביתיך. אבא אני לביתי, תבוא אתה אם

  לביתיך, אבוא לא אני לביתי, תבוא לא אתה אם

ה־ִלי ֲאָדָמה ִמְזבַּח( כ:כא שמות(' שנ ֲעשֶׂ ְחתָ  תַּ יָך ָעָליו וְָזבַּ ת־עֹֹלתֶׂ יָך אֶׂ ת־ְשָלמֶׂ  וְאֶׂ

ת־צֹאנְָך ָך אֶׂ ת־ְבָקרֶׂ ָמקֹום ְבָכל־ וְאֶׂ ר הַּ ת־ְשִמי ַאְזִכיר ֲאשֶׂ יָך אָאבֹו אֶׂ ְכִתיָך ֵאלֶׂ  :”ּוֵברַּ

If you come to My House, I will Come to your house.  

If you do not come to My House, I will not Come to your house. 

As it says (Shemot 20:21) “You will make for Me an altar of earth, and 

you will sacrifice upon it your whole-burnt offerings, your peace 

offerings, your sheep and your cattle in every place where I will Mention 

My Name, I will Come to you and Bless you.” 

 

The simple meaning of the verse in Shemot would appear to be referencing first the Tabernacle 

and afterwards the Temple, i.e., make an altar, offer up sacrifices upon it, wherever My Name is 

Mentioned—the Kohanim (priests) in general and the Kohen Gadol in particular invoke 

HaShem’s Name when, and in order to bless the people5—I will indeed Bless you.  By extension, 

Hillel is giving the people who come to the Temple the benefit of the doubt, and posits that they 

have come on a pilgrimage to Yerushalayim because their “hearts” are “into it”, i.e.,  their 

presence and participation emanate  from deep within them where there can be found a 

powerful desire to perform the relevant Mitzvot associated with coming to the Temple on this 

Festival.6  And in case we are concerned that in the absence of the Temple, a similar outpouring 

of heart-felt religious devotion can no longer take place, Avot D’Rabbi Natan 12:10 applies the 

statement to post-Temple times: 

 

“If you come to My House I will Come to your house”—In what context? 

These are the people who rise up early as well as come in the evening to the 

synagogues and houses of study.7 

   

                                                           
5
 See the repetition of the Musaf silent devotion on Yom HaKippurim.  

6
 A Biblical expression of the same idea appears in Tehillim 26:8 : 

 LORD, I love the Habitation of Thy House, and the place where Thy Glory Dwelleth.  

MaLBI”M 

I do not come to the Temple of God out of routine, but rather because I love the Habitation of 

Thy House, out of love and inner desire since there is the place where Thy Glory Dwelleth, for 

this reason I seek it out. 
7
 Such an interpretation is in keeping with the view in Megilla 29a: 

(Yechezkel 11:16) “Yet have I been to them as a little sanctuary.”  R. Yitzchak said: This refers to 
the synagogue and houses of learning in Babylon. R. Eleazar says: This refers to the house of our 
teacher in Babylon. 
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By extention, in the spirit of Hillel’s comment, hopefully we’re all here this morning because we 

really want to be.  It’s as if the Temple and the shul are really initially God’s Place-- “Beiti” (My 

House), and it is up to man to make it his place as well-- “Beitecha” (your house).8 And only by 

means of such a transformation these places will become the loci of holy blessing and spiritual 

inspiration.  

 

But a different reading of Hillel’s statement in the Tosefta, results in a perspective that 

is, in my opinion, far more remarkable and particularly appropriate for Sukkot!  Avot D’Rabbi 

Natan alternately proposes the following understanding of Hillel:  

 

“To the place which my heart desires”—what is the context? 

These are the people who leave their silver and gold, and go on a pilgrimage to 

receive the Face of the Divine Presence in the Temple. The Holy One, Blessed Be 

He will Guard them within their encampments,  

as it is said, (Shemot 34:24) “For I will cast out nations before thee, and 

enlarge thy borders; neither shall any man covet thy land, when thou 

goest up to appear before the LORD thy God three times in the year.”9 10 

                                                           
8
 This would parallel the interpretation of the biblical verse at the beginning of Tehillim: 

Avoda Zora 19a: 

Raba also said: At the beginning [of this verse] the Torah is assigned to the Holy One, blessed be 

He, but at the end it is assigned to him [who studies it] (by internalizing and even innovating 

insights re the material), for it is said, (Tehillim 1:2) “Whose desire is in the Law of the Lord and in 

his [own] Law doth he meditate day and night.) 
9
 In effect, going to Yerushalayim for Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot for those not living in Yerushalayim, 

involved a great leap of faith, leaving one’s residence and possessions unprotected and subject to attacks 

and thievery while one was away. The verse becomes a manifestation of the Rabbinic principle, “Shluchai 

Mitzva Einan Nizokin” (those on a mission to perform a Tora Commandment will not be harmed). See 

Pesachim 8a-9b and Chullin 142a/Kiddushim 39b: 

A Tanna taught: We do not oblige him (when fulfilling the Commandment to search for Chametz 
prior to Pesach) to insert his hand into holes and chinks and search [there], on account of the 
danger. Which danger? Shall we say: The danger of a snake? — Then when he used it (to store 
Chametz), how could he use it? — This arises only where it [the wall] (subsequently) collapsed. 
But if it collapsed, why do I need searching [at all]? Surely we learned: If ruins collapsed on 
leaven, it is regarded as removed? — There [the circumstances are] that a dog cannot 
search it out; here, that a dog can search it out. But R. Eleazar said: Those sent [to perform] a 
religious duty do not suffer harm? — Said R. Ashi: He may have lost a needle and come to look 
for it (and therefore was not only doing the Mitzva of searching for Chametz). But is it not 
[regarded as the fulfilment of] a religious duty in such a case (even if he had an additional ulterior 
motive)? Surely it was taught: If one declares, ‘This sela’ (a coin) be for charity in order that my 
son may live,’ or, ‘that I may merit the future world,’ he is completely righteous. — Perhaps after 
he searched [for the leaven] he will come to look for it. 

 

It was taught: R. Yaakov says, There is no precept in the Torah, where reward is stated by its side, 
from which you cannot infer the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead (the reward will not be 
given in this world, this life).  Thus, in connection with honoring parents it is written: (Devarim 
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According to this view, the meeting between God and man described by Hillel will not 

only take place in the Mikdash and the Beit Kenesset proper, but also in an individual’s home, as 

well—I will literally Come to “Beitecha” and Protect it from harm. Such a view understands God 

as once again Operating in accordance with the principle of Mida KeNeged Mida, Treating us as 

we treat Him. If we extend ourselves towards Him in a sacrificial manner, if we throw caution 

and practical considerations to the wind in order to fulfill Mitzvot, be they Aliyat Regel 

(travelling to Yerushalayim for the pilgrimage festivals), Tzedaka, Talmud Tora and the like, God 

                                                                                                                                                                             
5:16) “That thy days may be prolonged, and that it may go well with thee”.  Again in connection 
with the law of letting [the mother bird ] go from the nest it is written: (Ibid. 22:6 ff.) “That it may 
be well with thee, and that thou mayest prolong thy days”. Now, in the case where a man's 
father said to him, ‘Go up to the top of the building and bring me down some young birds’, 
and he went up to the top of the building, let the dam go and took the young ones, and on his 
return he fell and was killed-where is this man's length of days, and where is this man's 
happiness? But ‘that thy days may be prolonged’ refers to the world that is wholly long,  and 
‘that it may go well with thee’ refers to the world that is wholly good.  But perhaps such a thing 
could not happen? —R. Yaakov actually saw this occurrence. Then perhaps that person had 
conceived in his mind a sinful thought? — The Holy One, blessed be He, does not reckon the 
sinful thought for the deed.  Perhaps then he had conceived in his mind idolatry, and it is written: 
(Yechezkel 14:5) “That I may take the house of Israel in their own heart,” which, according to R. 
Acha b. Yaakov, refers to thoughts of idolatry? — This was what he [R. Yaakov] meant to convey: 
if there is a reward for precepts in this world, then surely that [reward] should have stood him in 
good stead and guarded him from such thoughts that he come not to any hurt; we must 
therefore say that there is no reward for precepts in this world. But did not R. Eleazar say that 
those engaged  in [the performance of] a precept never come to harm? — When returning from 
the performance of a precept it is different. But did not R. Eleazar say that those engaged in a 
precept never come to harm, either when going [to perform it] or when returning [from the 
performance thereof?] — It must have been a broken ladder [that was used],  so that injury was 
likely; and where injury is likely it is different, as it is written: (I Shmuel 16:2) “And Shmuel said: 
How can I go? If Shaul hear it, he will kill me.” 

10
 Yerushlami Peah 3:8 recounts the following: 

R. Pinchos told this anecdote: There were two brothers in Ashkelon. They had non-Jewish 

neighbors. They said: When those Jews go up to Yerushalayim, we will take all that belongs to 

them. When they left, the Holy One, Blessed Be He Arranged for angels to go in and out in the 

form of the brothers. When they (the brothers) returned, they (the neighbors) said to them: 

Where were you? They said: In Yerushalayim. “And who did you leave in your house?” “No 

human beings.” They said: Blessed is the God of the Jews Who does not Leave them and they do 

not leave Him. (There are a series of stories in Yerushalmi Bava Metzia 2:5 whereby non-Jews 

praise HaShem after Jews do exemplary things and demonstrate their faith and readiness to 

sacrifice for their beliefs. What is unique about the story in Peah is that this is an instance where 

a nefarious plan was thwarted by God and the potential perpetrators were sufficiently impressed 

to draw a theological conclusion. Many years ago, R. Michael Katz, in a bible class in YU told us 

that this could be one of the meanings of the line in Tehillim, which is recited in Hallel: (117:1) “O 

praise the LORD, all ye nations; laud Him, all ye peoples,” i.e., often unbeknownst to us, the 

nations plot against us, only to be foiled by HaShem. They, to the exclusion of us, therefore will 

praise HaShem, since they are the ones who realize His Greatness in this regard. 
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Promises to Reciprocate, Respond in kind, to Be there for us by addressing our needs and 

worries within each of our respective Daled Amot (the four cubits that constitute our immediate 

“private space”). 

The approach is reminiscent of a passage in Masechet Beitza 15b-16a: 

 

R. Tachlifa, the brother of Rabinai of [Be] Chozae  learnt: The entire sustenance 
of man [for the year] is fixed for him from New Year's [Festival] to the Day of 
Atonement, except the expenditure for Sabbaths and the expenditure for Festivals and 
the expenditure for the instruction of his children in the Law; if he [spent] less [for any 
of these] he is given less and if he [spent] more he is given more. 

    

When it comes to Tora  and Mitzvot11, we are Given by God a “blank check”, because our 

interests are obviously also God’s Interests.12   

 

While the reference cited above from Avot D’Rabbi Natan focuses upon the risk that 

people take leaving their homes and farms in order to make a pilgrimage to Yerushalayim, the 

proof text of yet another variant  in Avot D’Rabbi Natan takes Hillel’s statement much more 

literally, and depicts HaShem Coming to one’s home not so much  to Offer protection from a 

potential attack from without, but rather as  a source of blessing from within, thereby 

Reciprocating the blessings and offerings proffered upon him by the Jews in the Temple.  

 

Avot D’Rabbi Natan, Nuscha Beit, Perek 27. 

“If you come to My House, I will Come to your house”… 

This is Israel, who leave their silver and gold, and go up to Yerushalayim to 

observe the three pilgrimage festivals, and the Divine Presence Returns to them 

and Blesses them,  

as it is said, (VaYikra 26:12) “And I will Walk among you, and will Be your 

God, and ye shall be My People.”  

 

 It is understandably difficult to think in these terms with respect to the houses that we live in 

year-round—we are so accustomed to our homes that it is not so easy to perceive them imbued 

with God’s Presence and Spirit; however when we construct Sukkot,13 houses that remind us 

                                                           
11 One could legitimately ask: Are these two contexts of  Shabbat and Yom Tov on the one hand,  

and Tora education for one’s children on the other, exclusive (דווקא) or do they represent and are merely 

exemplary of expenses incurred for any and all holy causes (לאו דווקא)? I am proceeding based upon the 

latter understanding. 
12

 Avot 2:4 

He (R. Gamliel, son of R. Yehuda HaNasi) used to say: Make His Will like your will so that He will Make 

your will like His Will… 
13

 While the Sukka becomes our impermanent, temporary home throughout Sukkot, there is also an 

association between the Sukka and the Temple. Consider the following source: 
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not only of the Annanei Kavod (Clouds of Glory) that protected the Jews in the desert, but also 

of the fragility of life, the impermanence of things in general, and our consequent dependence 

upon God’s Hashgacha, His Concern for us, it becomes clearer than usual how HaShem is Among 

us. Usually we utilize Cheftzei Mitzva (objects by which we perform religious rituals) to fulfill 

various religious obligations—be they the four species, the Shofar, Matza, and the like.  But the 

Mitzva of “Yeshiva BaSukka” (dwelling in one’s Sukka as one would ordinarily do within one’s 

house) entails entering into a Cheftza Shel Mitzva, being surrounded by holiness in all six 

directions, just as we wave the Lulav and Etrog in those directions, declaring summarily and 

unambiguously, that HaShem is not only in the synagogue, but all around us, in our backyards, 

driveways, on our decks and roofs. 

 

But Hillel reminds us that in order for us to appreciate the sense of God’s Closeness and 

Blessing, we must not only go to shul and the Beit Midrash, but also to our Sukkot, with full 

hearts and deep love, ever seeking God’s Face and His Presence.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Sukka 4b 

ONE (A Sukka) OF WHICH IS NOT TEN HANDBREADTHS HIGH (the minimum height of a Sukka is 
ten handbreadths). Whence do we know this?- It was stated, Rav, R. Chanina, R. Yochanan and R. 
Chaviva learnt: … the Ark [of the Covenant] was nine handbreadths high (see Shemot 25:10), and 
the ark cover one handbreadth, making a total of ten handbreadths, and it is written, (Ibid. 22) 
“And there I will Meet with thee, and I will Speak with thee from above the ark-cover”. 

It would appear that on some level, the Sukka is equivalent to the component of the Tabernacle (that 
preceded the Temple) where there took place interchanges between HaShem and Moshe, God and man. 
Consequently when one goes into the Sukka, he not only recreates going up to the Tabernacle/Temple, 
but he may be channeling both Moshe Rabbeinu and the Kohen Gadol when the latter would enter the 
Kodesh Kodashim once each year on Yom HaKippurim! 


