M TORAH

STUDIES

The Unsung Hero of Sukkot
The Willow /s More than Just a Branch



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 that began
on Rosh Hashanah. A special
observance is the aravah—the
taking of a bundle of willow
branches.




QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

When have you, or someone you know, underestimated
another’s true impact only to realize their importance
or unique contribution later? What was that realization
like, and what did you learn from it?

Were you ever the person whose impact was
overlooked? Was it later discovered and acknowledged?
How did that feel?
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As the citron is flavorful and fragrant, so are
there Jews who study Torah and have good
deeds.

... As the date palm is flavorful but not
fragrant, so too are there Jews who study
Torah but do not perform good deeds.

... As the myrtle is fragrant but not flavorful,
so too are there Jews who perform good
deeds but do not study Torah.

... As the willow is neither flavorful nor
fragrant, so are there Jews who study no
Torah and perform no good deeds.




We compare the Four Species we use on Sukkot to four
different types of Jews.

citron

willow date palm
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There's a mitzvah conveyed by an oral transmission,
dating back to Moses at Mount Sinai, that a willow
branch, in addition to the one we bind to the lulav, is
taken in the Temple. This obligation cannot be fulfilled
with the willow that's tied to the date palm. At a
minimum, one must have one branch with one leaf on it.

How was this mitzvah performed?

On each of the seven days of the festival, willow
branches were brought into the Temple and placed
upright near the altar with their tops bent over the altar.
While arranging them near the altar, a series of shofar
blasts—tekiah, teruah, and tekiah—were sounded.

This ritual was not performed on Shabbat during the
festival unless Shabbat fell on the seventh day of the
festival. In that case, the ritual was performed to
broadcast that it is a mitzvah. . ..
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They would then walk one circuit around the altar,
carrying the lulav in their hands, chanting, “G-d, please
save us. G-d, please grant us success” (Psalms 118:25).
On the seventh day, they would walk around the altar
seven times.
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This mitzvah doesn’t appear explicitly in the
Torah, so we only perform the remembrance
ceremony on the seventh day of the festival, not
on the other days.

What is the remembrance ceremony?

We take a willow or many willows, in addition to
the one bound to the lulav, and we strike the
ground or a utensil with them two or three times.
No blessing is recited because this practice is a
custom instituted by the prophets. . ..

It has become a universally accepted Jewish
custom to place the ark in the center of the
synagogue and walk around it each day, as they
walked around the altar, in remembrance of the
Temple service.




We still do this mitzvah today but with some
differences from the Beit Hamikdash:

In the Temple, willows were placed by the altar; today we
strike the willow on the ground.

In the Temple it was an oral mitzvah; today it is a
remembrance custom.

In the Temple people circled the altar with the Lulav;
today we circle to continue this custom.

The mitzvah was not done on Shabbat.
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Rabbi Simon would instruct those who arranged the calendar:
“Ensure that [Rosh Hashanah], the day the shofar is sounded, and
[the seventh day of the festival], the day we strike the willow
branch, never fall on Shabbat.

“If one of them must fall on Shabbat, arrange for the day of shofar
sounding to fall on Shabbat, but never the day of willow striking.”




QUESTIONS

1.Why is the willow chosen for this special mitzvah,
even though it represents Jews who neither study
Torah nor do many mitzvot?

2.Why do we go to great lengths to ensure we can
perform the willow ritual, even arranging the calendar
around it, more than other mitzvot such as sounding
the shofar or taking the lulav.
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We are all familiar with our sages’ teaching that
the four species represent unity. The leaves of
the palm branch grow as if they are bound to
each other, each leaf attached to its neighbor
as a single branch. In addition, each leaf has
two parts—another demonstration of unity. . ..

The leaves of the myrtle branch grow in tight
clusters of three, which also signifies unity. . . .

Similarly, the willow branch is called a unity
branch in the Talmud because they grow in
brotherly bunches. All this demonstrates that
they are united in brotherhood—the opposite
of separation.
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The citron grows throughout the year. . . . It
tolerates the diverse climates of the four
seasons and remains unharmed by any of
them, unlike other fruits. All fruits have a
season and can't sustain frosts, downpours, etc.
The citron tolerates conflicting climates. These
are all implanted by G-d to indicate that these
species represent unity, especially the citron,
which unites all the conflicting climates.







QUESTION

So why do these groups, with almost
nothing in common, come together instead
of focusing on their differences?



TEXT 4B

Rabbi Shmuel
Schneersohn, ibid.

V3133 T30 307,70 Niena 2 2 Iy v
M2 ogn mIPhY NI 702 onyY DY DU Y
oiow Ay ey 1091 YYna" 12Ny h

iy 7w 0702w L, (2,70 21R) "rnitna

NiT "2 DI 28°123) PR OiNn ARYR
nIman X7 9 AY Y7112 ,77120 7007 2272907
NmAM RIT ORI 00 Y W R 197) ,7000
ITORD A1 99 OV LW DU ORI 1991 ,773230
797 WD 1220 XD 0o ,07°32 o1ty
TR 070y aPAnRY DY T 737 ... "D oyav
.07n 12173 nia

;12 71 DTN DIV 202173 0 2 2w
DY 777 YOI Tanaws W 7207 197 XIYI
1P XD 19K 0012 oiPY atys ,anTiay oipm
2192 07192 DIV D713 019m 1170 L9590 DTN
N2 19K TOND DYTORNM M1RA7 0°703ANN 7900
SN et R =Ry ity e Pha R b

Opposites unite when they encounter a force
greater than themselves. For example, the Torah
states, "G-d makes peace in His Heavens” (Job
25:2). The archangel Michael, minister of waters,
channels Divine kindness, and the archangel
Gabriel, minister of fire, channels Divine
stricture. Yet they unite peacefully and force the
water to go against its grain and not quench
the fire. . ..

This occurs when they perceive G-d's
exaltedness, which transcends them both. It's
like two powerful government ministers who
constantly disagree. Yet, when they appear
before the king, or when the king visits their city
and place of work, they unite as if they have no
disagreements. They are so devoted to the king
that they set themselves aside for him and unite
as one, as if they were never in conflict.
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The same is true of the four species. Their
profound, unparalleled unity is a sign of their
closeness and submissiveness to G-d. This is
why they were chosen to be the species
through which we fulfill G-d’s supernal desire
for the mitzvah of the four species.




ANSWER

When we shift our focus to something higher within ourselves,
small things lose their power and unity takes over. Holding the
Four Species connects us to G-d, and the willow, which seems
the weakest, actually lifts everyone toward His presence.
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A deeper understanding of the Midrashic teaching:
These groups of Jews differ only in the nature and
the quality of their observance of the Torah and
mitzvot. Torah is synonymous with intellect, and
good deeds are synonymous with emotion; herein
lies the difference between the four groups.

The citron represents Jews whose observance is
driven by intellectual stimulation and emotional
inspiration.

The palm branch represents Jews who are primarily
driven by intellectual stimulation.

The myrtle represents Jews who are primarily
driven by emotional inspiration.

The willow represents Jews whose observance lacks
intellectual stimulation and emotional inspiration.
Their observance is driven entirely by pure faith.




All Jews are fundamentally committed
to Judaism, but their motivators differ:

The Citron @ @B
The Myrtle @

The Date palm @@

The Willow is neither
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The willow represents the simple Jew who fulfills the
commandments with simple faith.

Aravah, Hebrew for willow, is linguistically similar to
areivah, pleasant and sweet, as in “pleasant to G-d”
(Malachi 3:4).



QUESTION

What motivates the willow?

ANSWER

The willow Is motivated by simple faith, doing what G-d
wants even without understanding or feeling it. This
pleases G-d, because the willow does it simply because
U EEICERE



ANSWER 1

The willow represents simple faith. Even without
Torah or many mitzvot, it shows a Jew's natural
connection to G-d. This pure faith is the foundation
of Judaism and connects all Jews to G-d.
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Schneersohn, ibid.

Willows, which are neither flavorful nor fragrant, grow in unity.

This suggests that we merit the inspiration channeled to us
during the High Holidays for the entire year due to the modesty
and unity among Jews, as all Jews are equal in their study of the
Torah and observance of the commandments.
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Schneersohn, Likutei
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The Baal Shem Tov perceived the greatness of the
simple Jew. The simplicity of the simple Jew
reflects the purity of G-d's essence.




ANSWER 2

We go to great lengths to perform the willow ritual because
it represents simple, unwavering faith. Since this faith never
changes, we ensure the mitzvah can always be done, even
arranging the calendar so it doesn't fall on Shabbos.



The willow’s pure faith,
fully connected to G-d, lifts
us all and strengthens our
faith, showing that despite
our differences, we share
the same foundation and
rise together in unity.




Each group focuses on serving G-d, and the willow reminds
them that their service must begin with simple faith, binding
them all together.

We take a single willow and declare ourselves all willow
Jews. This custom shows our deep faith, and we never skip it.
We adjust the calendar to ensure that the seventh day never
lands on Shabbat, which would cancel the ritual.
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Accordingly, we can explain the deeper
reason why the day we strike the willow
never falls on Shabbat. . . .

The willow is tied to the highest levels of
Divinity. Meaning, since the willow
channels the purity of the unchanging G-d,
it must be observed every year equally
without change.

Its steady, unchanging nature is so
powerful that it impacts the flow of time in
the sense that Jewish courts establish leap
years and arrange the calendar in a
manner that ensures the willow will be
taken every year on this day.







KEY POINTS

1. All Jews are observant in one way or another, but we don't all share the same
motivation. The motivations that drive us to study Torah and observe mitzvot
are as varied as we are.

2. The most important motivation is often the most overlooked. It is the bedrock
of simple faith in G-d. All Jews have it, but simple Jews display it.

3. The simple Jew reminds us of our simple faith. We have many motivations
and goals, but each of us has a bedrock of faith.

4. The closer we draw to G-d, the less our differences distract us and the more
connected we grow with G-d and each other.

5. This is the message we reflect upon when we wave the four species during
the festival of Sukkot, especially when we strike the willow on the seventh day
of this festival.
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