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“A sukkah that is higher than twenty cubits is not valid.”
BT Sukkah 2a


At first glance there seems to be no poetry in this, the first statement that opens up the talmudic tractate about Sukkot. Even looking at it several times, it reveals no meanings beneath the surface, no hidden wisdom, no word plays or alliteration. It is the first line among many about the qualifications for a Sukkah, a temporary booth mandated in the Bible in Leviticus 23:42: “You shall live in booths seven days: all citizens in Israel shall live in booths in order that future generations may know that I made the Israelite people live in booths when I brought them out of the land of Egypt…”

In re-enactment of our ancient days in the wilderness, we build temporary houses or booths and “live” in them for just over a week. Living is generally defined by eating in our sukkot, sleeping in our sukkot (weather permitting) and spending as much time in them as possible. If the weather is unpleasant or conditions are such that sitting in the sukkah is uncomfortable, Jewish law generally permits leaving the sukkah because then we’re not really “living.” Our time in the sukkah should be a pleasant experience since the holiday is called the “time of our joy.” It recalls the harvest period and the end of our hard-earned labors in the fields. 

Our sukkot need to feel transient. They are not meant to be second vacation homes; they are wilderness tents. When in them, we have to feel vulnerable and exposed to the elements to some degree through the roof. Although the walls may be built of any material, the ceiling cannot. Like the height of the sukkah, the roof has to made according to certain guidelines to ensure that it is not permanent and offers us a sense of being surrounded by nature.


The fact that the sukkah must be temporary ostensibly explains the law above. One opinion in the Talmud for the height restrictions of the sukkah is that any sukkah higher than 20 cubits (about 60 feet) must, by its very nature, be quite solid in order to be self-sustaining. This “skyscraper” sukkah, according to a number of medieval commentators on the Talmud, would not be considered the temporary dwelling that it needs to be in order for us to recall our ancient sense of desert insecurity. Others argue that when in the sukkah, we must sit in the shade of the roof – the main symbol of our vulnerability – and such a tall sukkah would have us in the shade of its walls.

While both of these answers make good sense, I believe that the answer, and ultimately the poetry of the sukkah, lies in the verse we mentioned from Leviticus. Concerned as we always are with the master story of Judaism, the Bible tells us that we sit in sukkot so that “future generations may know” that God took us out of Egypt and we made a long trek to the Promised Land. The sukkah is one important prop in the telling of that story. But what happens when the prop ceases to be at eye level and does not catch our attention? The very item that is designed to recall our history fails us because it appears out of our reach. 

The sukkah is not just a wilderness tent; it’s a wilderness classroom. It represents an experiential way of learning about our past. When we sit inside it, we are learning Jewish history with every fiber of our being. At this point, the Home Depot holiday stops being about the hammer and nails and begins to take us back to a time of complete dependency on God, the patience and faith to reach a far-off destination and reliance on each other to keep us going when we are flagging. The sukkah cannot be so high that its roof can no longer tell the story. We reach historical heights when the meaning of our rituals stays well within view.
Happy Sukkot and Shabbat Shalom

