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A Time to Consume, a Time to Diet

“And Yeshurun (Israel) became wealthy (lit., fat) and rebelled. It was successful (lit., obese) and acquired material goods. It abandoned the service of G-d, its creator, and angered the Rock that brought it salvation” (Deut. 32:15, according to Onkelos translation).


Upon their departure from Egypt, the Jews sojourned in the Sinai wilderness desert for forty years. Throughout that time, G-d lovingly tended to their needs. He sheltered them from the harsh elements, fed them miraculous manna, pressed their clothes and protected their feet from blistering (1). 

In commemoration of His abundant kindness in safeguarding us during that period, G-d instructed us to celebrate the upcoming holiday of Succos, i.e., Booths (eve of Sept. 21-29) by dwelling in huts, as our ancestors did many years ago in the desert (2).

The timing of this holiday, however, is puzzling. Our forefathers received G-d’s benevolence throughout the year during their travels in the wilderness, not just annually during these few days. Why did G-d choose this time frame from the whole year during which we should commemorate His protection in the desert?

The answer to this question can be found in the above-quoted verse from this Shabbos’ unique Torah reading. In this Torah reading, Moshe dictates in poetic form his prophetic vision of Jewry’s successes and failures over the course of history.

The Jewish nation is meant to serve as an example of integrity and faithfulness with G-d to the other peoples of the world. Indeed, Judaism is credited with teaching monotheism to society, and Jews are recognized for their compassion and charitable activities.

But even as the Jewish people are to be spiritually devoted, we are not meant to abstain from the physical attractions of the world. To the contrary, these pleasures and modern conveniences are to be utilized to enhance our spiritual endeavors, providing the comfort and peace of mind most beneficial to a committed lifestyle. For this reason, one of the names given to us by the Torah is Yeshurun, which indicates moral perfection; an accolade only deserved if one actually interacts with society, yet rises above it.

Nevertheless, just as the potential energy provided by overeating will cause obesity if not properly consumed through exercise and vigorous activities, so too can an excess of exposure to wealth and high-society, if not appropriately directed, bring us to rebel against the directives of a Torah-observant way of life. It was this pitfall that Moshe prophesized would lead Jews astray (3).

In anticipation of this danger, G-d established the Succos holiday precisely at this time of year. It is during this period that the agricultural cycle comes to an end, and a hopefully successful crop brought into storage. (Although most of us city-folk aren’t familiar with farming schedules, woe to us if there would be a shortage of grains and other foodstuffs.) Hence, the holiday’s secondary title, the Harvest Festival (4).

Along with this success, however, comes the possibility of thinking, “It was my own strength and ability that brought about this fortune for me (5).” Such arrogant views, denying the fundamental role G-d plays in our existence, are liable to trigger our “abandonment of the service of G-d, (our) creator, and anger the Rock that brought (us) salvation.”
Therefore, specifically at this time when we are reaping the fruits of success, G-d tells us to go on a materialism diet in an effort to curb our appetite for worldly pleasures. 

“You shall dwell in Succah-booths for seven days…in order that your generations know that which I sheltered the children of Israel in Succah-booths when I took them from the land of Egypt (6).” Away from the comfort of our homes for an entire week, we have the opportunity to contemplate G-d’s loving guidance in our individual situations, and determine the role affluence should play in our lives (7).

For this reason as well, there is a custom in many communities to read the Book of Koheles (Ecclesiastes) on the intermediate Shabbos of the holiday, or on Shimini Atzeres, if there is no intermediate Shabbos, as is the case this year (the reading is on Sept. 28). 

Due to its position at the end of the agricultural cycle, the holiday of Succos is referred to by the Torah three times as a time of rejoicing (8), more than any other holiday. Consequently, at this time of possible lightheadedness, we read the ancient, sobering work of King Shlomo, whose timeless lessons of the futility of materialistic pursuits put it all into proper perspective.                

-----------------------

(1) Deut. 8:2-4. (2) Lev. 23:42-43. (3) Rabbi Samson R. Hirsch in his monumental work, The Pentateuch. (4) See Exodus 23:16. (5) Deut. 8:17. (6) Lev. 23:42-43. (7) Commentary of RaSH”BaM, Rabbi Shemuel ben Meir (d. 1174) to Lev. 23:43. (8) Lev. 23:40, Deut. 16:14,15. 
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