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One Nation Under G-d

“And He became King over Yeshurun (Israel) when the heads of the nation are gathered, the tribes of Israel in unity” (Deut. 33:5).


T

hroughout the current holiday of Succos (except Shabbos), we have a unique mitzvah of binding and holding together four distinct species: an Esrog-citron fruit, a date-palm branch, three myrtle twigs and two willow twigs (1). What do these items represent, and why are we instructed to take them now, during the Succos holiday?


The main theme of the liturgy for the High Holidays was that all beings come to the recognition that there is a G-d Who created this world and has absolute sovereignty over the universe. At the fore of these special supplications was a prayer in which we beseeched G-d to instill in us His awe, so that we may fear and serve Him properly (2).


But the prayer didn’t stop there. It continued as follows: Make them all become one unified group, to do Your will wholeheartedly. The fulfillment of our prayers that G-d’s sovereignty extend over all the creations is conditional to there being peace among them. When there is harmony among the people, they can collectively accept G-d as their Ruler.


This is what it says concerning Yeshurun (Israel): “And He became King over Yeshurun when the heads of the nation are gathered, the tribes of Israel in unity.” When we are united in brotherhood and friendship, then G-d is our King. But if we allow discord to enter our ranks, it is as though we are denying G-d’s rulership (3).


The reason why proper acceptance of G-d’s authority is contingent upon our unification can be understood with an analogy to a bundle of sticks. Although each stick may be brittle on its own, nevertheless, when grouped together with many other sticks, the result is an unbreakable log (4).


An individual may fortify himself with trust and faith in the Almighty, but without the collaboration of others, he is predisposed to failure. In unison with friends, however, a strong support base can be formed, providing necessary encouragement to one another in good times and bad.    


Each of the four species taken during the Succos holiday represents an element of the Jewish nation. The Esrog-citron fruit, which has taste and fragrance, symbolizes those Jews who study Torah and perform good deeds. The date-palm branch that produces fruit, but not a fragrant odor, corresponds to those who study Torah, but do not practice proper conduct. The myrtle branch, which has a pleasant fragrance, but does not produce fruit, characterizes Jews who act properly, but do not apply themselves to Torah study. Finally, the willow-branch, lacking both taste and smell, portrays those who are remiss in both Torah study and proper conduct.


Immediately following Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, when we prayed for the coronation of G-d as Universal Sovereign, we are instructed to symbolically gather the nation together in an effort to bring our prayers to reality. For “He (will become) King over Yeshurun when the heads of the nation are gathered, the tribes of Israel in unity.”

How appropriate it is that during this season, when we wish to encourage brotherhood amongst our people, we are directed to take these very same four symbolic species in hand and walk around the synagogue sanctuary in circle-fashion. The circle, which forms an eternally continuous link, where any part can view another, represents unity at its finest (5).


After these seven beautiful days of unification, before we take leave of the holidays, G-d says, “It is difficult for Me to bear your departure,” and we celebrate one more day (two outside the land of Israel). Homiletically, this statement can be understood, “It is difficult for Me to bear your separation from one another, so stay together one more day.”

This final day of the Succos-holiday season itself contains an encore of the brotherhood theme. Known as Simchas Torah, this final day (Oct. 10 this year) is when we celebrate the annual completion of the Torah reading. In our merriment, we once again take to circle-form dancing, now with the Torah scrolls, causing much solidarity amongst the participants.


As the High Holidays-Succos trilogy, and the cycle of three pilgrimage holidays (6) as well, come to a close, it is our fervent hope that the Almighty has accepted our prayers and good deeds. We optimistically anticipate the positive effects of our own renewed kinship on the world around us, leading the way for the advent of Moshiach (Messiah) and the recognition of G-d as King of the Universe!                  

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

(1) See Lev. 23:40. (2) See Artscroll Rosh Hashanah Machzor, p.65. (3) Commentary of Daas Zekainim Mi’Baalei Tosefos, a school of Medieval Talmudic scholars. (4) Rabbi Chaim Schmulevitz (d. 1978) in his Sichos Mussar, 5731:12. In the early part of WWII, Rabbi Schmulevitz led the famed Mirrer Yeshiva across Siberia to refuge in Shanghai, China, where they relocated for the duration of the war. (5) See Talmud Chullin 5a. (6) They include Pesach, Shavuos and Succos.
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