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A Note About This Text:

The Jewish people have many names for God, which come from many languages. In the stories that follow these names appear:
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Hashem—a Hebrew word meaning “The Name”

Aibishter—a Yiddish word meaning “Most High”

Ribbono Shel Olam—a Hebrew phrase meaning “Master of the Universe”
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“Rabbi,” “Rav, and “Rebbe” are used to designate a Jewish spiritual leader. “Reb” is a courtesy title used for ordinary Jews.
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INTRODUCTION
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The Chassidic master Rebbe Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev was once asked the following question: What is the correct way to serve Hashem, with sorrow or with joy? He replied, in true Jewish fashion, it depends.

There are two kinds of sorrow and two kinds of joy, he explained. When sorrow makes a person want to stay in bed and pull the covers over his head, when he despairs of help, the person is on the wrong path, since the Divine Presence does not dwell in a place of sadness (Pesachim 117a). On the other hand, there is such a thing as a “good” sorrow, which occurs when a person knows she is lacking something vital.

Joy can also be for good or for bad. When a person goes through life seeking empty pleasures and mindless diversions—as well as the latest drug to dull the pain and ease the loneliness—her joy is not true joy. What, then, is true joy?

The truly joyful person is like a man whose house has burned down, says Rebbe Levi Yitzchak. Yes, he feels a lack deep in his soul. But, his response is to rebuild. And with every new brick that he adds to the edifice, his heart rejoices.

“Who is like Your People Israel?” many a Chassidic rebbe has shouted to Hashem. Is there any other nation in the world who would include a metaphor of a burned-down house in their recipe for attaining joy? Yet, if we were to look back at the thousands of years of Jewish history, and the many Jewish communities that have been destroyed through pogroms or expulsions, we would have to ask: How have we survived? How have we always managed to pick ourselves up and start over and rebuild our lives, homes and communities? Not just once, but many, many times.

The answer is joy. Jewish joy. The joy that the Talmud describes as simcha shel mitzvah: the joy that comes when we do Hashem’s mitzvos (commandments). When we transcend our This World limitations—whether it is poverty or depression or illness or apathy—and connect with the Divine Will through the mitzvos, we are able to tap into our innate sense of optimism, a joyous optimism nourished by our knowledge that Hashem, our loving Father, is in control of the world, and therefore everything that happens is ultimately for the best. Without the mitzvos and the joy that they arouse, we would have disappeared under the covers of history long ago. 
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Sukkos is the Yom Tov (holiday) when we stock up on our supply of this “good” joy. The Torah calls Sukkos zman simchaseinu, the time of our joy, and we are commanded to be happy throughout the entire week-long holiday. How do we understand this joy within the framework of Rebbe Levi Yitzchak’s parable?

Sukkos occurs after the spiritual work of the Jewish month of Elul, Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish New Year) and Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement). Those days were a time for cleansing the soul of the previous year’s anger, frustration, arrogance, jealousy, depression and other soul-destroying emotions—which also color our relationships with our family members and colleagues. Having repented, asked for forgiveness and devised a plan of action to do better, we enter into Sukkos like a new creation. We have another chance to build the type of life that we want, deep in our souls. 

The mitzvos associated with the holiday are the “bricks” we will use to start to build that new edifice. For the entire week we will leave our material homes and dwell in the sukkah, the fragile hut that we build out of wood (or heavy cloth) and cover with a canopy of palm branches and other vegetation. According to the Talmudic Sage Rabbi Eliezer, the sukkah is a reminder of the miraculous Clouds of Glory that surrounded and protected the People of Israel during our forty-year sojourn in the desert. Rabbi Akiva, on the other hand, says our sukkahs are a reminder of the very down-to-earth booths that the Children of Israel built and lived in during those years (Sukkah 11b). 

Rabbi Eliezer emphasizes the greatness of Hashem, Who shelters us even in the harshest of environments and the most difficult of times. Rabbi Akiva points out the greatness of the Jewish People, who are loyal to Hashem no matter where the path leads us. Both viewpoints are a reason to rejoice. 

But, this joy is meant to be shared. The Torah tells us, in Devarim 16:14, “You shall rejoice on your festival along with your son and daughter your male and female servant, the Levi, stranger, orphan and widow.” Guests are therefore an integral part of not only the mitzvah to dwell in the sukkah, but the entire Sukkos experience. When we invite others to our sukkah for a meal—friends and strangers alike—we accomplish two things: We emulate our Creator, who shows us “hospitality” every day by providing us with food and shelter; and we deepen the connection between ourselves and the rest of the Jewish People, creating a unity that is pleasing to our Father in Heaven. This, too, is a reason to rejoice.  

The theme of unity is also found in the mitzvah of the Arba Minim, the Four Species, which consist of an esrog (a fruit similar to a lemon), a lulav (branch of a palm tree), and leaves from the myrtle and willow trees. While the Four Species are rich in symbolism, the one aspect we will mention here is that each of the four species represents a different type of Jew: The person rich in both Torah learning and good deeds (esrog); the Torah scholar who lacks good deeds (lulav); the kindhearted person who lacks Torah learning (myrtle); and the person who has neither Torah learning nor good deeds (willow). Lest we think it is enough to take just the esrog—or perhaps take the first three and exclude the “willow Jew”—Hashem tells us that every Jew must be present. We must be one community united by one goal: to serve Hashem and do His will, joyfully.

Sukkos reaches its climax on Hashanah Rabbah, a solemn day when the judgment process that began on Rosh Hashanah is concluded and the judgment is “sealed.” Then, we put aside the Four Species and say goodbye to the sukkah and celebrate the holiday known as Shemini Atzeres/Simchas Torah. On this day, we rejoice with the Torah, our most precious possession. 
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