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Happiness: Thoughts for Succoth

By Rabbi Marc D. Angel

 

     The Torah informs us that the festival of Succoth commemorates God’s providence over
the Israelites during their years of wandering in the wilderness. An old question is: why was
this holiday scheduled to begin specifically on the 15th day of Tishri? The dates for Pessah
(15 Nissan) and for Shavuoth (6 Sivan) are clearly linked to historical events—the day of the
Exodus and the day of the Revelation at Mount Sinai. But the wandering in the wilderness
was ongoing for 40 years, with no particular historic connection to Tishri 15?

 
     Rabbi Haim David Halevy, in his Torat Hayyim al ha-Moadim, suggests that the Tishri 15
date was specified by the Almighty so as to be parallel to the Nissan 15 date of Pessah.
Since the Exodus from Egypt is so central to Jewish thought and observance, Pessah and
Succoth were set exactly six months apart, to the day, in order to ensure that we experience
the power of the Exodus on a regular basis every six months.

 
     The great 18th century sage, Rabbi Hayyim Yosef David Azulai (known popularly as the
Hidah), offers a different explanation in his Midbar Kedeimot. He notes that the lives of our
forefathers Abraham, Isaac and Jacob overlapped for fifteen years. When Abraham died, his
grandson Jacob was 15 years old. In rabbinic tradition Abraham is identified with Pessah,
Isaac with Shavuoth, and Jacob with Succoth. (See Tur O.H. 417). Because of the merit of
these extraordinary 15 years, the holy days of Pessah and Succoth were both set for the 15th



of the month.

 
     The Hidah is alluding to something deeper than the clever confluence of numbers. He
suggests that the 15 years of shared lifetime among Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were a
period of extreme happiness for the world. These three luminaries literally changed the
course of history and brought humanity to a better understanding of the One God. Succoth,
which is known in our tradition as the season of our happiness (zeman simhateinu),
commemorates the extraordinary happiness and enlightenment that emerged at the founding
of our nation.

 
     Since Pessah (symbolized by Abraham) and Succoth (symbolized by Jacob) both occur
on the 15th day of the month, this highlights the special link between grandfather Abraham
and grandson Jacob. When grandparents and grandchildren share ideas and ideals, this is a
sign of continuity, love…and genuine happiness. When there is a “generation gap,” there is
sadness and alienation. Just as Pessah and Succoth are linked together by sharing the date
of 15, so Abraham and Jacob are bound together by their shared 15 years of life.

 
     Pessah and Succoth celebrate the Exodus from Egypt in ancient times. The relationship
between Abraham and Jacob suggests the key to the future redemption of Israel—when the
traditions are shared, loved and experienced by the generations of grandparents and
grandchildren. A teacher of mine once quipped: Who is a Jew? Someone with Jewish
grandchildren! While this is not an objectively true statement, it underscores a vital principle in
the Jewish adventure: the importance of transmitting our teachings and values through the
generations.

 
     The genuine happiness that derives from family and national continuity does not just
happen by chance. It is the result of deep devotion, strong commitment, and many sacrifices.
There is a vast difference between happiness and amusement. Happiness entails a genuine
and deep sense of wholeness. It is not attained casually. Amusement, on the other hand, is a
passing sense of enjoyment. It is shallow and ephemeral. We laugh at a joke, we enjoy
watching a sports event—but these amusements do not touch our souls in a lasting way.
Happiness is achieved through active and thoughtful involvement; amusement is essentially a
passive experience in which we sit back and wait to be entertained. Succoth, the festival of
our happiness, reminds us to strive for genuine happiness, to be committed to transmitting
our traditions through the generations, to distinguish between real happiness and shallow
amusement.

 

 

Thoughts for Succoth—from Benjamin Disraeli

By Rabbi Marc D. Angel

 



     Interesting insights about Succoth have come from the pen of Benjamin Disraeli (1804-
1881), the First Earl of Beaconsfield. Disraeli was of Jewish birth, whose family had been
associated with the Spanish and Portuguese Congregation in London. Although his father
had Benjamin baptized to Anglicanism at age 12, Disraeli never denied his Jewish roots. He
rose to become the first—and thus far only—British Prime Minister of Jewish ancestry.

 
     Anti-Semites never forgave Disraeli’s Jewishness and constantly identified him as a Jew in
spite of his conversion to Anglicanism. In response to a vicious anti-Semitic comment made
in the British parliament, Disraeli famously retorted: “Yes, I am a Jew, and when the
ancestors of the Right Honourable Gentleman were brutal savages in an unknown island,
mine were priests in the Temple of Solomon.”

 
     Disraeli writes about Succoth in his novel, Tancred, originally published in 1847. Tancred
was a young British nobleman who had a spiritual longing to visit the Holy Land. When he
arrived, he spent time with a Jewish family and became acquainted with Jewish religious life.
His visit coincided with Succoth, and he was told that this is a great national festival
celebrating the harvest. He was shown the lulav and etrog, symbols of the autumn harvest.
Tancred was deeply impressed.

 
     Disraeli writes: “The vineyards of Israel have ceased to exist, but the eternal law enjoins
the children of Israel still to celebrate the vintage. A race that persist in celebrating their
vintage, although they have no fruits to gather, will regain their vineyards. What sublime
inexorability in the law! But what indomitable spirit in the people!”

 
      Disraeli notes that it is easier for “the happier Sephardim, the Hebrews who have never
quitted the sunny regions that are laved by the Midland Ocean,” to observe the festival, since
they can identify with the climate and setting of the early generations of Israelites who
celebrated Succoth. “But picture to yourself the child of Israel in the dingy suburb or the
squalid quarter of some bleak northern town, where there is never a sun that can at any rate
ripen grapes. Yet he must celebrate the vintage of purple Palestine! The law has told him,
though a denizen in an icy clime, that he must dwell for seven days in a bower….”

 
     He continues with a description of the ignominies which Jews suffer in their ghettos in
Europe “living amid fogs and filth, never treated with kindness, seldom with
justice....Conceive such a being, an object to you of prejudice, dislike, disgust, perhaps
hatred. The season arrives, and the mind and heart of that being are filled with images and
passions that have been ranked in all ages among the most beautiful and the most genial of
human experience; filled with a subject the most vivid, the most graceful, the most joyous,
and the most exuberant…the harvest of the grape in the native regions of the vine.”

 
     The downtrodden Jews, in observance of Succoth, find real joy in life. They decorate their
Succahs as beautifully as they can; their families gather together to eat festive meals in the



Succah. The outside world may be cruel and ugly; but their inner life is joyous and noble.
Their external conditions may not seem too happy, but their internal happiness is real.

 
     The Jews, while remembering the glories of the Israelite past, also dream of the future
glories of the Israelites when their people will be restored to their ancient greatness.

     Disraeli points to an important truth: happiness is essentially an internal phenomenon, a
matter of one’s attitude and interpretation of reality. External conditions are less vital to
genuine happiness than one’s internal state of mind.

 

     By celebrating Succoth over the many centuries of exile, the Jewish people was able to
maintain an inner strength and happiness, a vivid sense of the past and a powerful vision for
the future. We are fortunate today to be living at a time when the sovereign State of Israel has
been re-established. We may celebrate Succoth with the added joy of knowing that our
historic dreams have begun to be realized.

 
     We have regained our vineyards…we must aspire to the day when we may enjoy our
vineyards in peace and security, free from the threats and hatred which continue to be aimed
against our people. “A race that persist in celebrating their vintage…will regain their
vineyards.” A people who persist in dreaming of a messianic era will ultimately see that
dream fulfilled.

 

Succoth: Transience and Permanence

By Rabbi Marc D. Angel

 

     Sometimes it takes a crisis to remind us of the transience of life. It might be an illness, the
death of a loved one, an accident, a shocking and tragic news report. At these crisis
moments, we suddenly and starkly remember that we are mortal, that life on this earth is
temporary.

 
     When people confront their own mortality, they often come to the realization that time is
precious; that life is too valuable to be frittered away on nonsense; that it is self-destructive to
engage in petty feuds or egotistical competitions. It can take a crisis to help us live on a
higher, happier level. Facing the transience of life, we take our living moments more
seriously.

 
     Succoth is a festival tuned in to the issue of life’s transience. The succah is a temporary
structure, reminiscent of the wanderings of the Israelites in the wilderness in ancient times. It
doesn’t have a roof, reminding us that we are subject to the vicissitudes of nature. The lulav,
etrog, aravot and hadasim remind us of the harvest, of the recurring cycles of nature, the
cycles of birth, growth, decline and death.



 
     Interestingly, Succoth is known in our tradition as Zeman Simhateinu, the time of our
rejoicing. On one level, this refers to the rejoicing of the harvest. On a deeper level, though, it
may be alluding to the joy and inner freedom we attain when we confront the transience of
life.

 
     If we sulk in gloomy thoughts of the ephemeral quality of life, we can become grim and
depressed. Succoth teaches that thoughts of life’s transience actually lead to happiness—not
self-pity. It is our very mortality which provides the intensity and excitement of life.

 
     That being said, we are strengthened when we turn our minds from human mortality to
God’s eternality. There is an all-encompassing, undying Power that embraces and
transcends all time and all change.

 
     In Psalm 121, the Psalmist muses: “I lift my eyes unto the mountains, whence comes my
help? My help is from the Lord, Maker of heaven and earth.” Why does the Psalmist look to
the mountains? What do mountains have to do with the Psalmist’s call for help?

Most natural phenomena reflect change. The sun rises and sets. The moon goes through its
phases. The stars sparkle at night, but are not visible during the day. Oceans, rivers and
lakes are in constant motion. Mountains, though, are steady and unchanging (at least to the
human eye). The Psalmist is crying out for help, and is seeking an image of something with
permanence, something that can be depended upon: mountains.

In a similar vein, one of the names attributed to God is Tsur—Rock. In turning to the Lord, we
seek an image of something powerful and unchanging.

 
     While Succoth highlights the transience of life, it also turns our thoughts to the Eternal God
who is not transient. The succah recalls the wanderings of the Israelites—but also the Divine
Providence that watched over them for forty years. The lulav and etrog remind us of the
changing seasons; but also of the Eternal God who created nature and the natural rhythms.
We wave the lulav and etrog in all directions, as a symbol that God’s presence is everywhere,
all-encompassing, and complete.

 
     There is a story of a man who was given one wish by God. The man said: “I don’t want to
die suddenly. My wish is that You give me fair warning before I die.” God agreed to this
request.

 
     Years later, the angel of death came to the man and said his time had come. The man
objected, and called out to God: “But You promised that I would not die suddenly. You agreed
to give me warning before I would die.”



 
     God replied: “I gave you plenty of warnings. Look at your hair; it is all gray. Think of how
your body has weakened and declined over these past years, how you walk so slowly, how
your hands tremble when you write. All of these were warnings. You are not dying suddenly.

 
     The man bowed his head, and gave himself over to the angel of death. He realized that he
had been given many warnings, but had never taken heed.

 
     Succoth reminds us to pay attention to the warnings, to keep things in perspective, to
appreciate the transience of life and the Eternity of God. It is the time of our rejoicing in the
beauties of life, and the meaning of life.

 

Religion: Public and Private: Thoughts for Succoth

By Rabbi Marc D. Angel

 

     Most of our religious observances are indoors--in our homes, in our synagogues. We
generally do not like to create a public spectacle of our religious experiences, but we behave
modestly and try not to call attention to ourselves as we perform mitzvoth.

 
     There are some exceptions to this. On Hanukkah, it is a particular mitzvah to publicize the
miracle by placing our hanukkiyot where they can be seen by the passers-by. Succoth also
has some aspects of taking our religious observances into the public square. The Talmud
records the custom in ancient Jerusalem where people carried their lulavim into the street
when they went to synagogue, when they visited the sick, and when they went to comfort
mourners. Even today, many Jews carry their lulavim in public. When it comes to the succah
itself, this structure is generally in view of the public: it's built on a patio, or yard, or courtyard
etc. i.e. where Jews and non-Jews can see it.

 
     Although so much of our religious life is indoors--in the private domain of family and
friends--we are sometimes obligated to make a public demonstration of our religious
commitments. On Hanukkah, we want to remind the entire world that the Jews heroically
defended themselves against the Syrian Hellenists and won independence for the Jewish
people. We want everyone to know that, with God's help, we were victorious against powerful
and far more numerous enemies.

 
     On Succoth, we also want to convey a message to the general public. The lulav and etrog
are symbolic of weapons; they indicate that we are proud of our faith and we are prepared to
fight for the honor of our Torah and for our people. The succah is a symbolic statement that
although we wandered in the wilderness for 40 years, God's providence protected us, and we
ultimately entered the Promised Land. The public demonstration of these mitzvoth indicates



our pride and commitment in who we are and what we represent. If we have respect for
ourselves and our traditions, we can expect that the nations of the world will also come to
respect Judaism.

 
     Sometimes it is necessary for us to stand up in public on behalf of our faith and our
people. When Jews betray their faith and their people in public, this undermines the entire
Jewish enterprise. If Jewish storekeepers open their shops on Shabbat and holidays, why
should non-Jews respect our Sabbath and holy days? If Jews ignore the laws of kashruth,
why should non-Jews respect our dietary laws? If Jews don't live up to the high standards of
Torah ethics, why should non-Jews admire the Jewish way of life? If Jewish political figures
hold press conferences and public meetings on Jewish holy days, why should non-Jews
show any deference to our holy days?

 
     Succoth is an important reminder that being Jewish also entails a public stance, the
courage to be who we are and stand for our traditions without embarrassment or apology.  If
we do not stand up for ourselves, who will stand up for us? And if we do stand up for
ourselves, we will be worthy heirs of a great people who have given so much--and have so
much more to give--to our world.

 

 

Lies, Cries, Arise: Thoughts for Shemini Hag Atsereth

By Rabbi Marc D. Angel

 

     The Psalm associated with Shemini Hag Atsereth/Simhath Torah seems to be a strange
choice. It is Psalm 12, a Psalm that Martin Buber has described as a prophecy “against the
generation of the lie.” The Psalmist cries out: “Help, O Lord, for the pious cease to be…They
speak falsehood each with his neighbor, with flattering lip, with a double heart they speak.”
The generation is led by oppressors who say “our tongue will make us mighty,” who
arrogantly crush the downtrodden.

     Buber comments: “They speak with a double heart, literally ‘with heart and heart’…The
duplicity is not just between heart and mouth, but actually between heart and heart. In order
that the lie may bear the stamp of truth, the liars as it were manufacture a special heart, an
apparatus which functions with the greatest appearance of naturalness, from which lies well
up to the ‘smooth lips’ like spontaneous utterances of experience and insight.” (Good and Evil
, New York, 1953, p. 10)

 
     The Psalmist is not merely condemning his “generation of the lie,” but other future
generations that also will be characterized by lying, bullying, oppressing; that will be led by
smooth talking and corrupt demagogues. But the Psalmist turns prophet in proclaiming that
God will arise and protect the victims of the liars. Truth will prevail. “It is You, O Lord, who will
guard the poor, You will protect us forever from this generation.” And yet, the Psalm ends on
a realistic note: “But the wicked will strut around when vileness is exalted among humankind.”



 
     Although God will ultimately redeem the world from the “generation of the lie,” this will not
happen right away. As long as people submit to the rule of the wicked, the wicked will stay in
power. In the long run, God will make truth prevail over lies. In the short run, though, it is the
responsibility of human beings to stand up against tyranny, lies, and arrogant smooth talking
liars. If the wicked are not resisted, they will continue to strut around and feel invincible.

 
     What does this Psalm have to do with Shemini Hag Atsereth/Simhath Torah, known in our
tradition as Zeman Simhateinu, the time of our rejoicing? On a simplistic level, the Psalm
might have been chosen because it opens with Lamnatseah al ha-Sheminith, to the Chief
Musician on the Eighth (the “eighth” being a musical instruction). Since it mentions eight, it is
thus connected with Shemini Hag Atsereth, the eighth day closing festival.

 
     It would seem, though, that our sages must have had something deeper in mind in
choosing Psalm 12 to be associated with this festival. In the Amidah of Rosh Hashana and
Yom Kippur, we include prayers asking the Almighty to inspire awe in all His creations and to
have humanity acknowledge Him as Ruler of the universe. We pray for a time when “iniquity
shall close its mouth and all wickedness vanish as smoke when You will remove the rule of
tyranny from the earth.” On Succoth, our ancestors offered 70 offerings in the Temple,
symbolically praying for the well-being and harmony of all humanity (understood by the rabbis
to be composed of 70 nations). Psalm 12 is an appropriate continuation of these themes, and
is a fitting reminder at the end of the holiday season that we depend on God to bring truth and
peace to humanity.

 
     But Psalm 12 adds an important dimension. Although we certainly must pray to the
Almighty for redemption, we also bear responsibility for the sad state of human affairs. Prayer
alone isn’t enough to solve our problems. We need to muster the courage to stand up against
lies and tyranny, to uproot “the generation of the lie.”

 
     Throughout the world, we see examples of simple people rising up against harsh and
powerful tyrants. They risk their lives, their livelihoods, their families—but they have reached
the breaking point where they can no longer tolerate the unjust tyrannies under which they
live. Many suffer and die in the process—but ultimately, it is hoped that the masses of good
people will prevail over the dictators and demagogues. People in power rarely cede their
power peacefully and gracefully. The entrenched powers will do whatever they need to do to
maintain their control.

 
     Fortunately, we live in free societies. Although we certainly have our share of imperfect
rulers and leaders, we also have a system that allows for change and peaceful transition. The
people can take control by voting, by peaceful protests, by peaceful strikes. Many people are
not willing to stand up and be counted. They are happy to pray for God to bring peace and
truth to the world. They are comfortable letting others take the risks of fighting the



establishment’s power base. Psalm 12 comes at the end of the holiday season to remind us:
yes, God will make truth and justice prevail; but in the meanwhile, evil will persist as long as
we let it persist.yt

Unless we are willing to stand up against the tyrants and demagogues, they will continue to
crush us. They will continue their lies and p.r. spins and political manipulations. The
concluding lesson we should take from this holiday season is: building a true, just and moral
community and society depends on us.

 

Thoughts for Shemini Hag Atsereth and Simhat Torah

By Rabbi Marc D. Angel

 

     On August 21, 1911, Leonardo da Vinci’s “Mona Lisa,” one of the world’s most famous
paintings, was stolen right off the wall of the Louvre museum in Paris. The crime wasn’t
discovered until the next day. The Louvre was closed for a week due to the police
investigation.

 
     When the Louvre was re-opened, a line of people visited the museum to stare solemnly at
the empty space on the wall where the “Mona Lisa” had once hung. One visitor left a bouquet
of flowers. Indeed, until the painting was ultimately returned to the Louvre on December 30,
1913, throngs of visitors came to the museum to gaze at the blank wall! More people seem to
have come to see the blank wall than had come in the previous two years to see the actual
painting.

 
     What motivated so many visitors to come to see the blank wall?

 
     Perhaps it was sadness at the loss of a great art treasure.

Perhaps it was due to regret. Why hadn’t we come to see it more often while it was hanging?
Why was security at the museum so lax?

Perhaps it was concern for the future. Will the “Mona Lisa” ever be found and returned?

Whatever the motivation, thousands of people came to the Louvre to stare at an empty
space.

 
     I think this episode can be understood as a parable of life.

Our lives are a collection of pieces of art—our family, friends, experiences, careers,
successes.

 

     We come to a blank wall: failures, losses.



 
     We are struck with sadness. We have lost possibilities, opportunities, relationships.

We are struck with regret. We could have and should have done better with our lives.

We are concerned for the future. Can we restore our losses, or can we at least learn to live
with our losses and failures?

 
     We have come to the closing days of our holy day period. Rosh Hashana is a time to tour
events of our past year and to re-examine the artwork of our lives. Yom Kippur is a time to
recount sins and errors and to think about what we could have done better. Succoth is a time
to celebrate our accomplishments in a spirit of happiness.

 
     Then we come to Shemini Hag Atsereth—a blank wall. This is a holiday with no frills, no
shofar, no fasting, no lulav, no succah. The blank wall symbolizes our sadness, regrets,
possibilities, hopes, and aspirations.

 
     After what we have experienced during the holiday season, we now reach a blank wall; we
are called upon to start working on our new masterpiece—the life still ahead of us. It is time to
rally our strength, our wisdom, our sensitivities to the needs of others.

The “blank wall” attracts us because it is latent with opportunities, it opens new challenges, it
calls on us to imagine what we can be and what we can create in the year and years ahead.

 
     It is fitting that Simhat Torah is associated with Shemini Hag Atsereth. This is a reminder
that the art of the blank wall can be meaningfully restored if we ourselves rejoice in our Torah
heritage. The spiritual power of Torah has infused the Jewish people for thousands of
years—and it has the power to help each of us develop our lives into a new, beautiful
masterpiece.

 

 

Above Tragedy: Thoughts for Simhat Torah

by Rabbi Marc D. Angel

 
     We have spent many months reading about the life of Moses. Today, in one of the most
dramatic episodes of the Torah, we read about his death—a very agonizing scene. Moses,
the great leader, teacher, and prophet, climbs to the summit of Mount Nebo and looks out
over the horizon at the Promised Land. As he stands silent and alone, God tells him: “You are
beholding the land that I have promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob saying, ‘I shall give it
to your descendants.’ See it with your eyes. You shall not cross into the land.”



     What thoughts must then have tortured Moses! What anguish must have filled his soul! To
dream, to work a whole lifetime for something and then to be told in final terms that your
hopes would never be realized…Is this not the heart of tragedy?

 
     Most commentators seek a reason for such a tragic ending to Moses’ life. They look for a
sin committed by Moses to explain his punishment. Some say it was the breaking the tablets
of the Ten Commandments. Others suggest that it was his striking the stone with his staff,
rather than speaking to it.

 
     I could never understand these commentators. Certainly, Moses sinned; but which human
being has never sinned? Moreover, his sins were really not serious. He had good reason to
be enraged when he found his people worshiping the golden calf. And the difference between
striking the stone and speaking to it is, after all, insignificant. The event was still miraculous.
Certainly, Moses did so many great things for which he deserved reward. He was the only
human being to see God “face to face.” He was the greatest prophet, the greatest teacher,
the most dedicated leader. Certainly, he was worthy of entering the Promised Land.

 
     Moses was not being punished for a sin. Rather, the Torah is describing in a very vivid
way something about the human predicament. Death is a built-in part of human existence.
Though we may have noble ideals, though we may work hard, we cannot expect to fulfill all of
our ambitions. Moses, perhaps the most ideal character in the Bible, was plagued by being
mortal; and great mortals simply cannot realize all of their hopes. This is a profound truth of
the nature of humankind.

 
     Today, we are also introduced to another biblical character, Adam. I think it is very ironic
that the birth of Adam and the death of Moses are juxtaposed in today’s Torah readings.
Adam was given paradise. He was a man who had no dreams or ambitions, for he had
everything he wanted. He was complacent, satisfied, and untroubled by ideals.

     Existing in such a state, though, is problematic, because there is no motivation for living. If
there is no place for one to advance, he must fall back. And so, Adam fell. But whereas
Moses was a tragic hero, Adam was just plain tragic. Whereas Moses had lived his life
working toward a dream so that when death came it tragically cut off a living force, Adam
never knew the value of life; his fall from paradise is far less climactic.

Ultimately, being mortals, we each have the choice of being either tragic heroes or simply
tragic. In which category do we belong?

 
     Unfortunately, many of us are satisfied with ourselves, with our wealth, with our social
position. We are especially complacent in the realm of our religious attainments. We think we
practice our religion properly and do enough mitzvoth.

 



     Today, on Simhat Torah, we completed the reading of the Torah. We could have said that
we have finished our study, we are content. But we did not do these things. We began
immediately to read Bereishith. We started the Torah all over again. We know that we will
never fully comprehend the Torah or fully realize its sacred dreams—but we move forward
and onward. We cannot rest from the Torah; to rest is to become tragic.

 
     As Jews, therefore, we are part of a tradition that not only thrives on noble ideals, but
which loves noble actions. Like Moses, we should seek to keep our religious ideals and
practices on fire within us, so that they give light not only to ourselves but to all who come
near us. We should devote our lives to attaining religious perfection for ourselves and for our
society; and though we may never enter the Promised Land, we will be able to stand on a
summit and see our dreams realized in the future through our children. We may never walk
into the land, but we will have led an entire generation to the point where they can enter.

 

 

 

 

 

 

KOHELET: SANCTIFYING THE HUMAN PERSPECTIVE

By Rabbi Hayyim Angel

 

INTRODUCTION

 

     Tanakh is intended to shape and guide our lives. Therefore, seeking out peshat—the
primary intent of the authors of Tanakh—is a religious imperative and must be handled with
great care and responsibility.

 
     Our Sages recognized a hazard inherent to learning. In attempting to understand the text,
nobody can be truly detached and objective. Consequently, people’s personal agendas cloud
their ability to view the text in an unbiased fashion. An example of such a viewpoint is the
verse, “let us make man” from the creation narrative, which uses the plural “us” instead of the
singular “me” (Gen. 1:26):

 
R. Samuel b. Nahman said in R. Jonatan’s name: When Moses was engaged in writing the
Torah, he had to write the work of each day. When he came to the verse, “And God said: Let
Us make man,” etc., he said: “Sovereign of the Universe! Why do You furnish an excuse to
heretics (for maintaining a plurality of gods)?” “Write,” replied He; “And whoever wishes to err
will err.” (Gen. Rabbah 8:8)



 

The midrash notes that there were those who were able to derive support for their theology of
multiple deities from the this verse, the antithesis of a basic Torah value. God would not
compromise truth because some people are misguided. It also teaches that if they wish,
people will be able to find pretty much anything as support for their agendas under the guise
of scholarship. Whoever wishes to err will err.

 
            However, a second hazard exists, even for those sincerely seeking the word of God:

?     It is related of King Ptolemy that he brought together seventy-two elders and placed them
in seventy-two [separate] rooms, without telling them why he had brought them together, and
he went in to each one of them and said to him, Translate for me the Torah of Moses your
master. God then prompted each one of them and they all conceived the same idea and
wrote for him, God created in the beginning, I shall make man in image and likeness. (
Megillah 9a)

 

      This narrative reflects the concern that by popularizing the Torah through translation, less
learned people may inadvertently derive the wrong meaning from the “plural” form of “Let Us
 make man.” For this anticipated audience, God inspired the elders to deviate from the truth
and translate with the singular form so that unwitting people would not err.

 
     While this educational discussion is central to all Tanakh, Ecclesiastes probably
concerned our Sages and later commentators more than any other biblical book. By virtue of
its inclusion in Tanakh, Ecclesiastes’ teaching becomes truth in our tradition. Regarding any
book of Tanakh, if there are those who wish to err in the conclusions they draw, they will do
so. However, our Sages worried that Ecclesiastes might cause even the most sincerely
religious people to draw conclusions antithetical to the Torah, thereby causing greater
religious harm than good. and consequently they considered censoring it from Tanakh:

 
     R. Judah son of R. Samuel b. Shilat said in Rav’s name: The Sages wished to hide the
Book of Ecclesiastes, because its words are self-contradictory; yet why did they not hide it?
Because its beginning is religious teaching and its end is religious teaching. (Shabbat 30b)

 

     Our Sages discerned internal contradictions in Ecclesiastes, but they also worried that
Ecclesiastes contained external contradictions, that is, verses that appear to contradict the
values of the Torah. They addressed this alarming prospect by concluding that since
Ecclesiastes begins and ends with religiously appropriate teachings, those verses set the
tone for the remainder of its contents. If one reaches anti-Torah conclusions from
Ecclesiastes, it means that something was read out of context. A striking illustration of this
principle is a midrashic teaching on Ecclesiastes 11:9. The verse reads:

 
     O youth, enjoy yourself while you are young! Let your heart lead you to enjoyment in the
days of your youth. Follow the desires of your heart and the glances of your eyes—but know



well that God will call you to account for all such things.

 

To which our Sages respond:

 

     R. Benjamin b. Levi stated: The Sages wanted to hide the Book of Ecclesiastes, for they
found in it ideas that leaned toward heresy. They argued: Was it right that Solomon should
have said the following: O youth, enjoy yourself while you are young! Let your heart lead you
to enjoyment in the days of your youth (Ecc. 11:9)? Moshe said, So that you do not follow
your heart and eyes (Num. 15:39), but Solomon said, Follow the desires of your heart and the
glances of your eyes (Ecc. 11:9)! What then? Is all restraint to be removed? Is there neither
justice nor judge? When, however, he said, But know well that God will call you to account for
all such things (Ecc. 11:9), they admitted that Solomon had spoken well. (Lev. Rabbah 28:1;
cf. Ecc. Rabbah 1:3)

 

     Were our Sages genuinely worried about people not reading the second half of a verse
and consequently adopting a hedonistic lifestyle? Based on the midrashic method of reading
verses out of their natural context, this verse likely posed a more serious threat in their
society than it would for a pashtan who reads verses in context. The best defense against
such egregious errors always is good peshat. This chapter will briefly consider the challenges
of learning peshat in Ecclesiastes, and then outline a means of approaching Ecclesiastes as
the unique book it is.

 

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

 

            At the level of derash, many of our Sages’ comments on Ecclesiastes appear to be
speaking about an entirely different book, one that is about Torah. The word “Torah” never
appears in Ecclesiastes. Such midrashim appear to be radically reinterpreting Ecclesiastes to
make it consistent with the rest of Tanakh. Similarly, many later commentators, including those
generally committed to peshat, sometimes follow this midrashic lead of radical reinterpretation of
the verses they find troubling.

 
            This approach is rooted in the dual responsibility of our commentators. As scholars, they
attempt to ascertain the original intent of the biblical text. However, they also are students and
teachers of Jewish tradition. Their educational sensitivities often enter the interpretive arena,
particularly when the surface reading of Ecclesiastes appears to threaten traditional values.[xviii]

 
            For example, Kohelet opens by challenging the enduring value of the two leading
manifestations of human success: wealth and wisdom. That Kohelet focuses on the
ephemerality of wealth and physical enjoyment is not surprising, but his focus on the limitations
and vulnerability of wisdom is stunning:

For as wisdom grows, vexation grows; to increase learning is to increase heartache. (1:18)



 

Sforno is so uncomfortable with this indictment of wisdom that he reinterprets the verse as
referring to the ostensible wisdom of heretics. I often wonder if the parshan himself believes that
a suggestion of this nature is peshat, that is, does he assume that Kohelet cannot possibly
intend what he appears to be saying; or is he reinterpreting primarily to deflect such teachings
from a less learned readership, as did the authors of the Septuagint in the Talmudic passage
cited above.[xviii]

 
     Some commentators attempt to resolve certain internal and external contradictions in 
Ecclesiastes by attributing otherwise troubling (to these commentators) statements to other
people—generally evil people or fools. Take, for example, one of Kohelet’s most life-affirming
declarations:

 
     Go, eat your bread in gladness, and drink your wine in joy; for your action was long ago
approved by God. Let your clothes always be freshly washed, and your head never lack
ointment. Enjoy happiness with a woman you love all the fleeting days of life that have been
granted to you under the sun—all your fleeting days. For that alone is what you can get out of
life and out of the means you acquire under the sun. (9:7-9)

 

     Ibn Ezra—the quintessential pashtan—writes, “This is the folly that people say in their
hearts.” Ibn Ezra maintains that Kohelet’s own view is the opposite of what this passage says.
[xviii] However, such attempts to escape difficult verses appear arbitrary. Nothing in the text
signals a change in speaker (particularly if Kohelet wishes to reject that speaker’s views),
leaving decisions of attribution entirely in the hands of the commentator.[xviii]

 
            Commentators also devote much energy to reconciling the internal contradictions of 
Ecclesiastes. See, for example, the lengthy discussions of Ibn Ezra (on 7:3) and Mordechai Zer-
Kavod (introduction in Da’at Mikra, pp. 24-33). Some reconciliations are more textually
convincing than others. Regardless, it is critical to ask why there are so many contradictions in
the first place.[xviii] That so many strategies were employed to bring Ecclesiastes in line with the
rest of Tanakh and with itself amply demonstrates that this Megillah is unusual. Ecclesiastes 
needs to be understood on its own terms rather than being reinterpreted away. Pashtanim also
developed a methodology for confronting Ecclesiastes’ challenges directly, as will be discussed
presently.[xviii]

 

ATTEMPTING A PESHAT READING: GUIDELINES

 

            In order to approach Ecclesiastes, we must consider a few of its verifiable features. 
Ecclesiastes is written about life and religious meaning in this world. The expression tahat ha-
shemesh (beneath the sun) appears twenty-nine times in Ecclesiastes, and nowhere else in the
rest of Tanakh. Tahat ha?shamayim (under heaven) appears three additional times, and Rashi
and Rashbam[xviii] maintain that this expression is synonymous with tahat ha?shemesh. In the
same vein, people are called ro’ei ha-shemesh (those who behold the sun) in 7:11. The word 



ani (I) appears twenty-nine times, and its appearance is not grammatically necessary. The
emphasis on tahat ha-shemesh demonstrates a this-worldly perspective, while the repetition of
the word ani highlights the personal nature of the presentation. Michael V. Fox notes the
difference between how 1:12-14 is written:

 
     I, Kohelet, was king in Jerusalem over Israel. I set my mind to study and to probe with
wisdom all that happens under the sun.—An unhappy business that, which God gave men to be
concerned with! I observed all the happenings beneath the sun, and I found that all is futile and
pursuit of wind.

 

     Fox then imagines how these verses could have been written without the focus on the
personal narrative:

     Studying and probing with wisdom all that happens under the sun is an unhappy business,
which God gave men to be concerned with! All the happenings beneath the sun are futile and
pursuit of wind.

 

     Without the personal reflections that are central to Kohelet’s thought, we are left with a series
of dogmatic pronouncements. Kohelet’s presentation invites readers into his mind as he goes
through a personal struggle and process of reflection.[xviii]

 
            Given this starkly anthropocentric perspective, Ecclesiastes should reflect different
perspectives than the theocentric viewpoint of revealed prophecy. All people perceive the same
reality that Kohelet does. On the basis of this observation, R. Simeon ben Manasia maintained
that Ecclesiastes was not inspired altogether:

 
     R. Simeon ben Manasia says: The Song of Songs defiles the hands because it was
composed with divine inspiration. Ecclesiastes does not defile the hands because it is only
Solomon’s wisdom. (Tosefta Yadayim 2:14)[xviii]

 

Though his minority view was rejected by our tradition (which insists that Ecclesiastes is divinely
inspired), Ecclesiastes is written from the perspective of human wisdom.

 
            The word adam appears forty-nine times in Ecclesiastes, referring to all humanity
(except for one instance in 7:28, which refers specifically to males). Kohelet speaks in a
universal language and does not limit its discourse to a Jewish audience. Torah and other
specifically Jewish themes do not appear in Ecclesiastes, which focuses on more universal 
hokhmah (wisdom) and yirat Elokim (fear of God).

 
            Similarly, God’s personal name—the Tetragrammaton—never appears in Ecclesiastes.
Only the generic name Elokim appears (forty times), signifying both the universalistic discourse



of Ecclesiastes and also a distant, transcendant Deity, rather than a close and personal
relationship with God. In Ecclesiastes, God appears remote, and it is impossible to fathom His
means of governing the world. For example, Kohelet warns:

Keep your mouth from being rash, and let not your throat be quick to bring forth speech
before God. For God is in heaven and you are on earth; that is why your words should be
few. (5:1)

 

Since God is so infinitely superior, there is no purpose and much harm in protesting against God
(cf. 3:11; 7:13-14). Moreover, Kohelet never speaks directly to God; he speaks about God and
the human condition in a sustained monologue to his audience.

 
            Tying together these strands of evidence, Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin (Netziv)
attempts to explain why Ecclesiastes is read (primarily by Ashkenazim[xviii]) on Sukkot:

 
     It is written in Zechariah chapter 14 that in the future the nations of the world will come [to
Jerusalem] on Hol HaMo’ed Sukkot to bring offerings…. And this was the custom in King
Solomon’s time. This is why Solomon recited Ecclesiastes on Hol HaMo’ed Sukkot in the
presence of the wise of the nations…. This is why it contains only the name Elokim, since
[non-Jews] know only that Name of God. (Harhev Davar on Num. 29:12)

 

     Needless to say, this means of justifying a custom is anachronistic from a historical vantage
point. Nonetheless, Netziv’s keen perception of Kohelet’s addressing all humanity with universal
religious wisdom captures the unique flavor of this book.

 
            From a human perspective, life is filled with contradictions. Ecclesiastes’ textual
contradictions reflect aspects of the multifaceted and often paradoxical human
condition. Significantly, Ecclesiastes’ inclusion in Tanakh and its consideration as a divinely
inspired book elevates human perception into the realm of the sacred, joining revelation and
received wisdom as aspects of religious truth.

 
            While Ecclesiastes contains truth, it is but one aspect of truth rather than the whole truth.
For example, Kohelet considers oppression an unchangeable reality:

I further observed all the oppression that goes on under the sun: the tears of the oppressed,
with none to comfort them; and the power of their oppressors—with none to comfort them.
Then I accounted those who died long since more fortunate than those who are still living;
and happier than either are those who have not yet come into being and have never
witnessed the miseries that go on under the sun. (4:1-3)

 

Kohelet never calls on God to stop this oppression, nor does he exhort society to stop it. He
simply laments that human history repeats itself in an endless cycle of oppression. Kohelet sets
this tone in 1:4-7 by analogizing human existence to the cyclical patterns in nature (Ibn Ezra).



 
            In contrast, prophecy is committed to changing society so that it ultimately matches the
ideal messianic vision. While a human perspective sees only repetitions of errors in history,
prophecy reminds us that current reality need not mimic past history.

 
            Kohelet grapples with the realities that wise/righteous people do not necessarily live
longer or more comfortable lives than the foolish/wicked and that wisdom itself is limited and
fallible:

     Here is a frustration that occurs in the world: sometimes an upright man is requited
according to the conduct of the scoundrel; and sometimes the scoundrel is requited according
to the conduct of the upright. I say all that is frustration…. For I have set my mind to learn
wisdom and to observe the business that goes on in the world—even to the extent of going
without sleep day and night—and I have observed all that God brings to pass. Indeed, man
cannot guess the events that occur under the sun. For man tries strenuously, but fails to
guess them; and even if a sage should think to discover them he would not be able to guess
them. (8:14-17)

 

     Kohelet maintains both sides of the classical conflict: God is just, but there are injustices
manifested in the real world. While Kohelet cannot solve this dilemma, he discovers a
productive response. Once a person can accept that the world appears unfair, one can
realize that everything is a gift from God rather than a necessary consequence for
righteousness.[xviii] We ultimately cannot fathom how God governs this world, but we can
fulfill our religious obligations and grow from all experiences. Wisdom always is preferred to
folly,[xviii] even though wisdom is limited and the wise cannot guarantee themselves a more
comfortable life than fools, and everyone dies regardless.[xviii]

 
     On a deeper level, the human psyche is profoundly attracted to being godlike. This tendency
lies at the heart of the sins of Eve (Gen. 3:5, 22) and the builders of the Tower of Babel (Gen.
11:1-9).[xviii] Kohelet blames God for creating us with this desire while limiting us, rendering this
innate drive impossible (7:14; cf. Rashbam, Ibn Ezra on 1:13). Confrontation with our own
limitations leads to the extreme frustration manifest in Ecclesiastes. However, once we can
accept that we cannot be God, this realization should lead to humility and awe of God:

 
     He brings everything to pass precisely at its time; He also puts eternity in their mind, but
without man ever guessing, from first to last, all the things that God brings to pass. Thus I
realized that the only worthwhile thing there is for them is to enjoy themselves and do what is
good in their lifetime; also, that whenever a man does eat and drink and get enjoyment out of
all his wealth, it is a gift of God. I realized, too, that whatever God has brought to pass will
recur evermore: Nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it—and God has brought
to pass that men revere Him. (Ecc. 3:11-14)[xviii]

 

     Michael V. Fox summarizes Ecclesiastes’ purpose as follows:



 

     When the belief in a grand causal order collapses, human reason and self-confidence fail
with it. This failure is what God intends, for after it comes fear, and fear is what God desires
(3:14). And that is not the end of the matter, for God allows us to build small meanings from
the shards of reason.[xviii]

 

     While Kohelet challenges us at every turn, he simultaneously provides us the opportunity
to find meaning beneath the unsolvable dilemmas.

     Similarly, the universality of death tortures Kohelet. Once Kohelet accepts the reality of
death, however, he concludes that it is preferable to attend funerals rather than parties, since
focusing on our mortality will encourage us to live a more meaningful life:

It is better to go to a house of mourning than to a house of feasting; for that is the end of
every man, and a living one should take it to heart. (7:2, cf. Rashbam)

 

     Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik expands on this idea, and says that it is not that there can only
be meaning in life if there is death:

 
     The finite experience of being arouses man’s conscience, challenges him to accomplish as
much as possible during his short life span. In a word, finiteness is the source of morality…. For
orgiastic man, time is reduced to one dimension; only the present moment counts. There is no
future to be anticipated, no past to be remembered.[xviii]

 
     Certain paradoxes and limitations are inherent to human existence, and not even the
wisest of all men can make them disappear. Instead, Kohelet teaches us how to confront
these challenges honestly and then embark on a process of intense existential frustration that
ultimately leads to a greater recognition of the infinite gap between ourselves and God,
leading in turn to humility and fear of God, leading in turn to living more religiously in every
sense.[xviii]

 

CONCLUSION

 
     A further word: Because Kohelet was a sage, he continued to instruct the people. He
listened and tested the soundness (izzen ve-hikker) of many maxims. (12:9)

Kohelet relentlessly challenges received wisdom rather than blindly accepting it. This process is
accompanied by formidable dangers and responsibilities; but ignoring that pursuit comes with
even greater dangers. Kohelet never abandons his beliefs nor his normative sense of what all
God-fearing people should do; yet he also never abandons nor solves his questions and his
struggles with human existence. By presenting this process through a personal account with
inspired wisdom, he becomes the teacher of every thinking religious individual.

 



     One midrash suggests that Solomon made the Torah accessible in a manner that nobody
had done since the Torah was revealed. He taught those who were not prophets how to develop
a relationship with God:

 
     He listened and tested the soundness (izzen ve-hikker) of many maxims (12:9)—he made
handles (oznayim) to the Torah…. R. Yosei said: Imagine a big basket full of produce without
any handle, so that it could not be lifted, until one clever man came and made handles to it,
and then it began to be carried by the handles. So until Solomon arose, no one ?could
properly understand the words of the Torah, but when Solomon arose, all began to
comprehend the Torah. (Song of Songs Rabbah 1:8)

 

     Tanakh needed prophecy so that we could transcend ourselves and our limited perspectives
to aspire to a more perfected self and world, and to reach out across the infinite gulf to God.
Ultimately, however, it also needed Ecclesiastes to teach how to have faith from the human
perspective, so that we may grow in our fear of Heaven and observe God’s commandments in
truth.
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considered this perspective Aristotelian. Jewish thought, in contrast, accepts dialectical
understandings of humanity and halakhah (Days of Deliverance: Essays on Purim and
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