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A sukkah does the impossible. It carves out a small
space to meet God in our own backyard. After

the intensity of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur,
immersed in synagogue and prayer, for Sukkot we

build a structure, and then all we need to do is be in it.

Being ourselves is doing a mitzvah; being ourselves is
being with God.

What allows for this meeting point between the
divine and human realms? How do we imagine this
encounter? The Talmud's discussion of the physical
dimensions of the sukkah reveals deep theological
dimensions, giving us access to richer understandings
of what it means to be in a sukkah and appreciate its
spirituality.

MAXIMUM HEIGHT: TAPPING INTO
MESSIANIC TIMES

The Mishnah (Sukkah 1:1) states that a sukkah may
not be higher than twenty cubits or lower than ten
handbreadths. The Talmud offers a few perspectives
on where these measurements come from. One
explanation for the twenty cubit height limit emerges
from an apocalyptic vision in Isaiah:
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Babylonian Talmud Sukkah 2a

R. Zeira said: From here, “the sukkah will be shade
during the day from destruction” (Isaiah 4:6). Up
to twenty cubits, a person sits in the shade of the
sukkah. Above twenty cubits, a person no longer
sits in the shade of the sukkah but in the shade of
the walls.

From a technical perspective, the verse in Isaiah
proves that a sukkah shouldn't be too tall, because,

if it is, the shade comes from the walls rather than
the “sukkah” itself, that is, from the s’khakh on top.
The shelter of the sukkah must be fragile, such that
you can see that the sheltering effect comes from the
delicate material above. The fragility of this structure
becomes all the more pronounced when we notice
the context of the verse, which describes destruction
in the end of days. As storms and chaos swirl about, a
tiny shelter creates some security:
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Isaiah 4:5-6

God will create over the whole shrine and meeting
place of Mount Zion cloud by day and smoke with
a glow of flaming fire by night. Indeed, over all
the glory shall hang a canopy, which shall serve
as a pavilion for shade from heat by day and as a
shelter for protection against drenching rain.
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The Gemara, though, objects to R. Zeira's proof:
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Babylonian Talmud Sukkah 2b
They don't follow R. Zeira; that is written about
messianic times.

According to this refutation, the verse connecting
shelter to the fragile s’khakh itself has no bearing in
our own times. The utility of such a fragile shelter
made out of God's manifest presence is meaningless
in the world we live in; it can only offer protection

in messianic times. But the Gemara deflects this
objection, and, in so doing, draws a line between the
messianic days and our own, real world:
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R. Zeira responds: if so, let the verse say, “the
huppah will provide shade in the day.” Why does
it say “sukkah”? To teach two things [(1) about
the messianic times, and (2) about the sukkah we
build today].

R. Zeira points to a superfluous use of nouns in

the passage from Isaiah. The previous verse refers

to the sheltering structure as a huppah, and only
subsequently as a sukkah. He concludes that the
unnecessary usage of the word sukkah hints to the
holiday of Sukkot. In fact, the sukkah of our own times
is like the sukkah of messianic times. From a technical
perspective, this means that it, too, must have shade
from the s’khakh and not the walls. When we treat the
verses from Isaiah as an intertext for understanding
the function of the sukkah more broadly, though, the
image of God's presence offering shelter from storms
takes on new meanings. Even in the storms and chaos
of the times we live in, we may find divine shelter,
however fragile that may be. It isn't merely a messian-
ic dream deferred.

MINIMUM HEIGHT: TRAVERSING THE
DIVINE/HUMAN DIVIDE

When the Gemara later discusses the minimum height

of the sukkah, it catapults us into dramatic scenes of
biblical narrative. The Gemara draws our attention to
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three moments that explicitly refer to times of close
encounter between a person and God.
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Babylonian Talmud Sukkah 4b-5a
From where do we know [that a sukkah less than
ten handbreadths is not kosher]?

It was said: Rav, R. Hanina, R. Yohanan and R.
Haviva taught... ‘The ark was nine and the cover
one handbreadth’—this makes ten handbreadths.

And it is written, “I will meet with you there and
speak to you from on top of the cover [between
the two cherubim on the ark of testimony]”
(Exodus 25:22).

And it was taught: R. Yose said: The divine
presence never came down to the lower world,
and Moses and Elijah never went up to the upper
world. As it says, “the Heavens belong to God and
the earth, God gave to human beings” (Psalm
115:16).

This sugya, or passage, offers a complex, three-part
proof for ten handbreadths as a minimum height of
the sukkah. First, the Gemara traces the number ten to
the model of the ark in the mishkan—together, the ark
and the cover made ten handbreadths. This is a solid
case for ten handbreadths, but what does it have to
do with a sukkah? Cryptically, the prooftext goes on to
quote a verse from Exodus that states the function of
the ark was for God to meet Moshe there and speak
from above the ark’s cover. Finally, the Gemara turns
to the last part of the proof: a statement from an early
sage, R. Yose, that God's presence never came down
to earth, nor did Moshe or Eliyahu ever transcend into
the divine sphere.
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This discussion is all fascinating, but what does it
have to do with a sukkah? With the aid of Rashi, we
see that this three-part proof serves as the basis for

a general principle, not specific to sukkah, that ten
handbreadths constitute a distinctive zone or area,

a reshut. God and humanity must have separate
realms (“the heavens belong to God and the earth to
human beings"); yet, God comes to speak to Moshe

in a divine-human encounter. So it must be that the
separate zones were maintained even in this encoun-
ter. Hence, the ten handbreadths of the mishkan were
to create the barrier that would allow for meeting. The
sukkah, then, is like the ten handbreadth barrier that
allows for God's presence to rest on top, remaining
outside of a delineated and discrete human realm.

Through these theologically rich narrative prooftexts,
the mitzvah of sukkah becomes an exercise in the
possibility of nothing less than approaching God. At
the same time, the Gemara weakens the power of
these moments by introducing a level of distance
between God and the human realm in each. We

are left to wonder: does the sukkah, of at least ten
handbreadths, propel us into close relationship with
God, or does it actually erect a barrier?

The Talmud records a vehement backlash to the idea
of a constant ten handbreadths of distance between
the human and the divine realms. How could the
fundamental theology of the Torah, including the
central depiction of revelation, hold up to this concept
of divine distance? The Gemara hurls multiple attacks
against this notion that neither God nor humans
penetrated each other's realms:
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Babylonian Talmud Sukkah 5a
The divine presence never came down?

But it is written, “God came down on Mount Sinai”
(Exodus 19:20)! God remained ten handbreadths PN
above.

But it is written, “God’s legs will stand that day
on the Mount of Olives” (Zechariah 14:4)! Ten
handbreadths above.

Moshe and Eliyahu never went up? But it is
written, “Moses went up to God” (Exodus 19:3)! He
remained ten handbreadths below.

But it is written “Eliyahu went up to the Heavens in
a storm” (I Kings 2:11)! Ten handbreadths below.

But it is written, “grasping the throne, He spread
his cloud over him” (Job 26:9), and R. Tanhum
said: This teaches that God spread His divine glory
and His cloud upon him. Below ten handbreadths.

Of course, it is possible to break through a barrier be-
tween the divine and human realms, says the Gemara:
God on Mt. Sinai giving the Torah; God on the Mount
of Olives in the end of days; Moshe and Eliyahu go up
to God. To all of these, the Gemara offers the same
response. In each of these moments of union, there
was actually still a ten handbreadth buffer in between.
In light of these narrative moments, we are left to
perceive the sukkah as that buffer, creating the safe
distance that allows for close connection with God.

REACHING TO THE OTHER

In the end, the Gemara cannot resolve one scene

in exactly this way. The verse in Job (midrashically
applied to Moshe) speaks of a human “grasping” the
divine throne. Obviously, grasping is not something
someone can do at a ten handbreadth distance!
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But still, it says, “grasping the throne” (Job 26:9)!
God extended the throne ten handbreadths, and
he grasped it.

Here, the Gemara explains that God stretched beyond
the divine realm, extending the divine throne through
to the end of the ten handbreadth barrier between
Moshe and God. This cryptic, but rich, line leads us

to picture the sukkah a bit differently. Rather than
creating the ten handbreadth barrier that keeps God
at a safe enough distance to allow for meeting God,
the sukkah could be read instead as either our—or
God’'s—mechanism for extending into the zone of
the Other. By building the sukkah, perhaps we are
extending ourselves into the ten handbreadth buffer
between us and God. Or perhaps the sukkah reflects
God's desire to extend into our lives.

HOUSING GOD'S PRESENCE

There is one final turn in the Gemara's discussion of
worldly and transcendent dimensions of the sukkah.
Catalyzed by a technical question about the minimum
height of the sukkah (how do you know the ten hand-
breadths of empty space in the sukkah must exclude
the s’khakh?), the Gemara leads us to a verse in the
discussion of the ark in the mishkan that has more
explicit resonance with the sukkah than the discussion
that came before:
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Babylonian Talmud Sukkah 5b

And it is written, "The cherubim spread their wings
above, covering the ark with their wings" (Exodus
25:20). The Torah calls it "covering (s'khakh)"
above ten handbreadths.

From here, the Gemara derives that, just as the height
of the cherubim'’s wings was ten handbreadths above
the cover of the ark—i.e. just above their heads—so,
too, the s’khakh must hover above ten handbreadths
of empty space to the floor of the sukkah. This leaves
us with clarity about the minimum height of the
sukkah: it must be ten handbreadths, not including the
height of the s'khakh itself. Yet, this image is actually

a total swerve from the previous derivation for ten
handbreadths. Before, we thought the sukkah was
akin to the ten handbreadths of the ark itself, creating
a barrier between us and God. Now, the ten hand-
breadths constitute the space above the ark, where
God's voice emerged between the cherubim.

So, how should we think of our sukkah? Is it a bar-
rier between us and God, with the divine presence
hovering above? Or is our sukkah the space that
actually houses God's presence? This metaphysical
paradox may mean nothing to our actual experience
of dwelling in the sukkah. Yet, | find it helpful that our
tradition offers a dynamic picture of how the sukkah
brings us into relationship with God.

When we build the sukkah each year, or dwell in one
somebody else built and shared, we can focus on dif-
ferent aspects of building close relationship, whether
with God or with others in our lives. Sometimes, we
need to figure out how to draw boundaries that create
the space and distance to allow for encountering each
other. Sometimes, we may be ready to temporarily
extend ourselves into that boundary. And sometimes,
we need to realize that we have the capacity to hold
another’s presence in our own space, no matter how
counterintuitive that may seem. When we see the
legal details of the sukkah through their theological
and narrative underpinnings, we can start to do the
work of bringing us closer to redeemed times, where
our sukkah is like a huppah of shelter amidst the
storms of life. <
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