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THE ASCETIC MATERIALIST: A WELCOME PARADOX
Developing a Cunning Approach to Everyday Life



HOLIDAY

OVERVIEW
Sukkot

For forty years, as our
ancestors traversed the Sinai
Desert following the Exodus
from Egypt, miraculous
“clouds of glory” surrounded
and hovered over them,
shielding them from the
dangers and discomforts of
the desert. Ever since, we
remember G-d’s kindness
and reaffirm our trust in His
providence by dwelling in a
sukkah—a hut of temporary
construction with a roof
covering of branches—for the
duration of the Sukkot
festival (on the Jewish
calendar, Tishrei 15-21). For
seven days and nights, we eat
all our meals in the sukkah
and otherwise regard it as
our home.

Another Sukkot observance is
the taking of the Four Kinds:
an etrog (citron), a lulav

(palm frond), three hadasim
(myrtle twigs), and two
aravot (willow twigs). On
each day of the festival
(except Shabbat), we take
the Four Kinds, recite a
blessing over them, bring
them together in our hands,
and wave them in all six
directions: right, left, forward,
up, down, and to the back.
Our sages in the Midrash tell
us that the Four Kinds
represent the various types
and personalities that
comprise the community of
Israel, whose intrinsic unity
we emphasize on Sukkot.

Sukkot is also called “the
time of our joy”; indeed, a
special joy characterizes the
festival. Nightly water-
drawing celebrations,
reminiscent of the evening-
to-dawn festivities held in

the Holy Temple in
preparation for the drawing
of water for use in the
festival service, fill the
synagogues and streets with
song, music, and dance until
the wee hours of the
morning.

The seventh day of Sukkot is
called Hoshanah Rabah
(“Great Salvation”) and closes
the period of Divine judgment
begun on Rosh Hashanah. A
special observance is the
aravah—the taking of a
bundle of willow branches.
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Leviticus 23:33-34, 42-44
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33. And G-d spoke to Moses, saying:

34. “Speak to the Children of Israel,
saying: ‘On the fifteenth day of this
seventh month is the festival of Sukkot, a
seven-day period for G-d. . ..

42. ‘For a seven-day period, you shall live
in booths. Every resident among the
Israelites shall live in booths.

43. ‘So that your [ensuing] generations
should know that | had the Children of
Israel live in booths when | took them out
of the land of Egypt. | am G-d.”

44. And Moses told the Children of Israel
[these laws] of G-d’s appointed [holy
days].
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Talmud, Sukkah 2a
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A sukkah that is more than twenty cubits
high is unfit. . . .

Rava sources this ruling from the verse, “For
a seven-day period, you shall live in booths.”
The Torah says that for seven days you
should leave from a permanent dwelling and
live in a temporary dwelling. Until the height
of twenty cubits, one makes their dwelling
impermanent, but above twenty cubits, a
person doesn’t make an impermanent
dwelling, rather a permanent one.
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi Shulchan Aruch
HaRav, Orach Chayim
639:1
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The verse states, “In sukkot you shall live
seven days.” Our sages taught that the word
“live” implies “live as you normally live.” In
other words, in whichever way a person is
accustomed to behaving in their own home,
the Torah requires them to transplant into
the sukkah—with their beds, sheets, and
other useful articles.

Our sages thus declared: The entire seven
days of the holiday, a person deems their
home as temporary and the sukkah as
permanent. How? If you have nice sheets and
nice dishes, bring them to the sukkah; any
cups for drinking should also be in the
sukkah as they are in the house throughout
the year.







Among the followers of Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov, founder of the Chassidic movement,
TEXT Ll' was a Jew who worked the land in a small farming village near Mezeritch. The Baal Shem
Tov had a special empathy for these simple rural Jews, whom he held in high regard for
Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak their wholesomeness, integrity, and unequivocal faith in G-d. So whenever the
Schneersohn, Likutei abovementioned villager would come to spend a Shabbat with his Rebbe, he would be
Diburim, vol. 2, pp. 416- accorded a most gracious and affectionate welcome.
428, adapted by Yanki
Tauber, Once upon a At the conclusion of one such visit, the Baal Shem Tov requested of him: “Please, on your
Chassid, p. 35 way home, stop by Mezeritch. | want you to give my regards to one of my closest and most
illustrious disciples, the scholarly and pious Rabbi DovBer.”

The villager was overjoyed to be of service to his beloved Rebbe. As soon as he arrived in
Mezeritch he began to inquire after the great Rabbi DovBer, but no one seemed to know of
a “great Rabbi DovBer” among the town’s scholars and mystics. Finally, someone
suggested that he try a certain “Reb Ber,” an impoverished schoolteacher who lived on the
edge of town.

The villager was directed to an alley in the poorest section of town. Along both sides of
the muddy path stood row upon row of dilapidated hovels, leaning upon one another for
support. There he found the schoolteacher’s “house,” an ancient, rickety hut with broken
panes occupying the better half of its tiny windows. Inside, a scene of heartrending
poverty met his eye:

CONTINUED >>




TEXT 4

CONTINUED

A middle-aged man sat on a block of wood, at a “table” consisting of a rough plank set upon other
wooden blocks. Before him sat rows of cheder children on “school benches”—also ingenious contraptions
of planks and blocks. But the teacher’s majestic face left no doubt in the villager’s mind that he had
indeed found his man.

Rabbi DovBer greeted his visitor warmly and begged his forgiveness—perhaps his guest could return later
in the day, when he had finished teaching his students?

When the villager returned that evening, the hut’s classroom furniture had disappeared: The planks and
blocks had now been rearranged as beds for the teacher’s children. Rabbi DovBer sat upon the lone
remaining block, immersed in a book which he held in his hands.

Rabbi DovBer thanked his guest for bringing word from their Rebbe and invited him to sit, pointing to a
table-turned-bed nearby. At this point, the villager could no longer contain himself. Outraged at the
crushing poverty about him, he burst out: “Rabbi DovBer, what can | say? How can you live like this? |
myself am far from wealthy, but at least in my home you will find, thank G-d, the basic necessities—
some chairs, a table, beds for the children .. .”

“Indeed?” said Rabbi DovBer. “But why don’t | see your furniture? How do you manage without it?”

“What do you mean? Do you think that | schlepp my furniture along wherever | go? Listen, when | travel, |
make do with what’s available. But at home—a person’s home is a different matter altogether!”

“But aren’t we all travelers in this world?” said Rabbi DovBer gently. “At home? Oh yes ... At home, it is a
different matter altogether . ..”
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Igrot Kodesh
5, pp. 59-60
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I’m happy that you have found a suitable
home, and | hope that you and your wife will
feel good there, using the time appropriately
to improve your health situation. For a Jew,
bodily health leads to soul health. The Magid
of Mezeritch’s son, Rabbi Avraham “the
Angel,” strongly advocated a lifestyle of
fasting and punishing the body and was
generally detached from the material world.
His father, the Magid, would often take him
to task and try to persuade him against
serving G-d in such a way. The father wrote
to his son, “A small hole in the body creates
a gaping hole in the soul.”
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I Kings 8:66
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On the eighth day he dismissed the people,
and they blessed the kings and went to their
tents, rejoicing and delighted of heart for all
the goodness that the L-rd had wrought for
David His servant and for Israel His people.
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Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak
Schneersohn, Likutei
Diburim, vol. 1, pp. 427-428
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King Solomon’s reign was the most fortunate
period the Jewish people ever enjoyed.
Everyone was wealthy and comfortable, both
materially and spiritually.

That said, accustomed as they were to being
in the Temple and witnessing G-dliness—as
is related in detail throughout our sages’
statements—the firm consensus of every
Jewish man and woman was that physicality
isn’t a true “home.” All of the majestic
buildings and sweeping courtyards were but
temporary “tents.”

CONTINUED >>
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CONTINUED
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This entire physical world with all of its
material pleasures is just a fleeting “tent”
that moves from place to place; a temporary
structure erected for just one night or,
maximum, a few days. It isn’t a true house.

A house is something else entirely. And the
Jews came to that understanding during King
Solomon’s reign. Though they were rich and
healthy, when they came to the Holy Temple,
they realized the truth: physical comfort is
but a fleeting tent.
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Hayom Yom,
Entry for 6 Cheshvan
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When the Alter Rebbe wished to bless R.
Yekusiel Liepler with wealth, the latter
replied that he had no desire for it, lest it
interfere with his study of Chasidut and
involvement in Divine service.

When the Alter Rebbe then sought to bless
him with long life, he replied, “But not
peasant years. Not years of those ‘who have
eyes, but do not see; who have ears, but do
not hear’ (Psalms 115:5-6)—who neither see
nor hear G-dliness.”
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Genesis 15:1-2 207121 QI MIPRR TR TA2 07X) .2 2. And Abram was very heavy with cattle,
with silver, and with gold.
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Genesis 12:13




.MM °% 10 :"7Mava % 2 wnh" “In order that it go well with me because of

-I-EX-I- 10 B you.” They will give me gifts.

Rashi, ad loc.
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transforming the holy sparks that are

Rapalhy embedded in the material stuff of this world.

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Sefer
Hasichot 6751:1, p. 128,
footnote 22
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Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak
Schneersohn, Sefer
Hasichot 6702, p. 150
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Wealth is something that can be either the
greatest or most disastrous thing that G-d
created in this world. It presents one of
the greatest tests one can experience.

When one knows what to do with it and
uses it to strengthen Judaism and give to
Torah-endorsed charities, then they are
truly blessed in this world and the next.
But if they don’t know how to use it
appropriately and use it for matters not
aligned with the Torah, woe is to them!
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
9, pp. 92-93

— "pap" 177 11 IRT PR 17 27 N9 WY
77709K7 22" IR TN X 0N VI R NI
PR ORI 71210 R AN ,NIMA "3 — "7m1T X
119 7712V 57 ULWRA QYT PR PN .NIDT A 71D
:N1210

DAY X7 0PIV 0101V 07 IR LJ0ON AIRT TR K
LR DY IV IR 1192 YT

D RWAT 22101V 0T ORN L,XDIA OVT TNT AR
VXY IRT PN QPR NO°ON POP V1 3K 202 AN
522" 119 19 IN PR WIR ,"Donw awh" ot W

Ty ,"vap N0 Aww" v PR, "MaYT 79077
P11V 7 719 VIRA W ;YA — N0 VIR
,"INDI0" 1192 %7 WIT DXy T¥n OX] 29w
TV RD°221,7020° 17 7707 R [PROW W IV IR
S'yap" oo

This entire world is not a permanent thing,
rather a corridor leading to something better.
Or, as the Talmud states, “The world is akin
to a porch” (Bava Batra 25b) with three walls,
a temporary structure—like a sukkah that
needs to only have three walls. This visual
indicates the “sukkah-style” religious service:

A Jew must know that the world and its
trappings are but fleeting and temporary. . ..

This very attitude compels a Jew to view the
world and its trappings as insignificant and to
use them exclusively for Divine purposes. And
in so doing, a Jew makes the temporary
sukkah of this world into something
permanent. In other words, they transform
the material world that by default is akin to a
temporary sukkah into a home for G-d—
something very permanent.
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi Likutei Torah 74c
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What does it mean to “deflate desire?” Using
the verse, “Your brother took a cunning
approach” (Genesis 37:25), we can explain it
like this: A Jew’s attachment to worldly
activities such as eating and drinking is not
with a true bond, rather with cunning. ... A
Jew ought to perceive such activities as a
step down, something they’re doing only so
as to transform the physical world. For
example, they’re eating only to be able to
pray with the energy the food provides.
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Rabbi Yanki Tauber, “The
Material Jew”,
www.chabad.org/1279

In his spiritual life, Israel is an uncompromising prince of G-d. He stares the mocker in the
eye and lays all his cards on the table: these are my beliefs, these are my standards, these
are my ethics; this is what | am, this is what | stand for, this is what | am here to teach the
world. . ..

But when it comes to his material existence, Jacob plays the field but keeps his true
objectives close to his chest. He will be scrupulously honest in his financial dealings, but
he’ll be utterly dishonest as to why he’s in the business. He eats, drinks, earns money—for
all intents and purposes, he’s a full-fledged participant in the give-and-take of physical
life. But he’s unwilling to relate to the material on its—the material’s—terms; refusing to

care, refusing to become involved, refusing to pursue it for its own sake.

The Jew . .. seeks the dew of heaven and the fat of the land, only to manipulate them to
serve a higher end. First he buys out his brother’s stake in the spiritual, divorcing the
mundane from any pretensions to import or significance. Then he disguises himself as a
materialist, and claims materialdom’s choicest bits for his own purposes.




KEY POINTS

1. According to the legal standard, the sukkah has elements of a permanent and
temporary structure.

2. Various anecdotes and stories from the past seem to demonstrate conflicting attitudes
toward material comfort and bodily pleasure.

3. One way of reconciling these elements is that when one is focused on spiritual pursuits,
material comfort doesn’t distract or obstruct because they see it is lacking true value.

4. Another deeper approach sees material comfort as a necessary pathway toward G-d, for
it is only through engaging and transforming materialism that G-d’s true desire is
implemented.



KEY POINTS

5. A Jew must adopt a “cunning” approach when engaging with this world: entirely
present and engaged, but entirely uninvested, because his or her eyes are on the
prize—transformation.

6. The sukkah’s character of being both a temporary structure and a place in which
permanent-like activity takes place is a perfect visual of this duality and healthy tension.






