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TEXT STUDY 

THE SEASON OF OUR REJOICING 
 SUKKOT: FINDING JOY IN TIMES OF VULNERABILITY AND UNCERTAINTY 

Rabbi Rachel Barenblat (who blogs as the “Velveteen Rabbi”) wrote the following poem for 

Sukkot when she was anticipating the birth of her child:  

Permeable 

Today I'll finish our sukkah 

stacking old wildflowers 

to hint at roof, twining tinsel 

around the slats 

all year we imagine 

our houses are our houses 

stable and comfortable 

waterproof and familiar 

but these seven days 

remind us that permanence 

is overrated, that our true home 

is under the stars 

change is always underway 

nine short weeks remain 

until you'll leave the home 

you probably think is forever 

and enter our world 

airy and unpredictable 

where we won't know what you need 

even sometimes when you tell us 

your first big leap of faith, kid: 

into nothing you've ever known 

into the fragile sukkah 

we've decorated just for you 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

(a) What connections does Rabbi Barenblat draw between Sukkot and the impending birth of her 

child?  Do they resonate with you? 

(b) What do you think about her idea that the seven days of Sukkot “remind us that permanence 

is overrated”?   

(c) Has the emotional and spiritual journey of the High Holy Days made you feel more 

vulnerable?  Stronger?  More or less anxious about what you can and cannot control?     

The following selections can be read out loud together, individually, or in small groups. 

In This is Real and You Are Completely Unprepared, Rabbi Alan Lew describes the connection 

between the process of reflection and teshuvah we engaged in during the High Holy Days and 

the joy of Sukkot: 

The stars are shining on the top of my head, the wind is in my hair; a few drops of rain 

are falling into my soup, but the soup is still warm.  I am sitting in a sukkah, a booth with 

branches draped across the top, which I have erected in my backyard.  A deep joy is 

seeping out from the core of my being and filling me body and soul.  It began as a kind 

of lightness.  I felt it as soon as the shofar was sounded to signal the end of Yom Kippur.  

There were three stars in the sky then.  I felt all the weight, all the heaviness of the day – 

all the death and the judgment and the yearning, all the soulful thrashing and beating of 

breast – falling away all at once, suddenly gone.  I felt light and clean. 

The next day I went into my yard with a hammer and started to build my sukkah.  Now I 

am drinking soup in my sukkah, a booth not quite surrounded by walls, with a roof that 

must admit starlight, and a deep joy is welling up inside me, a curious, naked joy.  

During the Days of Awe I was stripped of everything, all my hope, all the illusions to 

which I had been clinging.  Now I feel clean and light and full of joy. 

. . .  

We have spent the past many weeks stripping ourselves naked – acknowledging our 

brokenness, allowing ourselves to see what we won’t usually look at, embracing the 

emptiness at the core of our experience . . . And we have even let the reins of denial slip 

a little; we have relaxed our fierce determination to ward off death at any cost.  We 

have invited ourselves to entertain the possibility that we might die.  On Rosh Hashanah 

it is written, we acknowledge, who will live and who will die, and by Yom Kippur we 

have acknowledged that it may be very well be us who dies. 

So now we sit flush with the world, in a “house” that calls attention to the fact that it 

gives us no shelter.  It is not really a house.  It is the interrupted idea of a house, a 
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parody of a house . . . And it exposes the idea of a house as an illusion.  The idea of a 

house is that it gives us security, shelter, haven from the storm.  But no house can really 

offer us this. . . . No shell we put between us and the world can ever really keep us 

secure from it.  . . .  

In the sukkah, a house that is open to the world, a house that freely acknowledges that 

it cannot be the basis for our security, we let go of this need.  The illusion of protection 

falls away, and suddenly we are flush with our life, feeling our life, following our life, 

doing its dance, one step after another. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

(a) How does Rabbi Lew understand the relationship between the spiritual journey of the High 

Holy Days and the experience of Sukkot? 

(b) He writes, “We have spent the past many weeks stripping ourselves naked – acknowledging 

our brokenness, allowing ourselves to see what we won’t usually look at, embracing the 

emptiness at the core of our experience . . . And we have even let the reins of denial slip a 

little; we have relaxed our fierce determination to ward off death at any cost.” How does this 

accord (or not) with your own experience over the High Holy Days?  Have the High Holy days 

left you feeling more vulnerable than before?  If so, do you experience that change as 

positive? Negative? Both? 

(c) Rabbi Lew describes the sukkah as “a house that freely acknowledges that it cannot be the 

basis for our security.”  Is this image freeing to you?  Does it provoke anxiety?   

Now consider the following selection from an essay by Rabbi Rachel Barenblat, written during 

the same year as the poem above: 

What does it mean to be commanded to be joyful? 

The festival of Sukkot is called zman simchateinu, the season of our rejoicing. It's a 
mitzvah -- a connective-commandment, a religious obligation -- to rejoice in our sukkot. 
This mitzvah  . . . comes from the Torah itself . . . : Deuteronomy 16:15 says, "you shall 
be altogether joyful." But what can this mean? Surely it isn't possible to legislate an 
inner state of being.  

For me, the critical distinction is between the English words "joy" and "happiness." 

Happiness comes and goes. We may have a sense for what conditions are likeliest to 
bring it about, but I'm not sure we can entirely trust that sense. (Haven't you known 
people who pursued things they thought would make them happy, but discovered that 
what they were seeking wasn't actually enough?) And besides, the conditions aren't 
usually within our control. I may perceive that I'm happiest when I'm surrounded by 
people I love, eating great food, experiencing wonderful live music, traveling to exciting 
new places, immersing in an amazing experience of prayer -- but even though I'm 
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fortunate to have a lot of those moments in my life, life isn't like that all the time. I can't 
count on that experience to sustain me.  . . .  

 . . . 

Joy is deeper than happiness. When I anticipate the early months of parenthood, it's 
hard to know how happy we will be. Sleep deprivation, diaper changes, late-night 
feedings, the complete disruption of the life to which we're accustomed, the near 
complete cessation of the intellectual work which has been one of my greatest 
pleasures -- that might not be a recipe for happiness. But I'm betting there will be a lot 
of joy: deep upwellings of connection, satisfaction, awareness that we're embarking on 
the holy task of shaping a new person's life in the world. And, sure, frustration and 
sadness too. But those can coexist with joy. 

When our sages confirmed the importance of rejoicing in the sukkah, they were talking 
not about ephemeral (and uncontrollable) happiness, but about joy. Cultivating an 
attitude of joy is within our control. Regular prayer is one of the primary ways that I 
cultivate joy. So are the mindfulness and gratitude practices I've taken on. I recite the 
modah ani blessing for gratitude each morning in the shower, and the asher yatzar 
blessing for having a body which (mostly) works each morning while I give myself my 
blood thinner injection. Practices like these don't inoculate me against bumping into 
painful realities -- but they cushion me, and I think they change how I relate to those 
realities. 

Sitting in the sukkah is a chance to make the conscious choice of inhabiting joy. Joy at 
having reached another Sukkot. Joy at the many kinds of harvest which have been 
brought in over recent weeks, from the chard and squash of our CSA to the emotional 
and spiritual work of teshuvah I spent the Days of Awe trying to do. Joy at feeling 
occasional squirms and kicks within my belly. And even if that joy is tempered with 
anxieties -- the days are darkening, parenthood is on the horizon, my to-do list is 
ridiculous -- joy is still the existential state I'm making the choice to try to inhabit, during 
Sukkot and the days that follow. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

(a) What is your gut reaction to the commandment that we be joyful during Sukkot?  Happiness? 

Relief? Resentment? Anger?  

(b) Rabbi Barenblat suggests that we can recognize joy (as opposed to happiness) through “deep 

upwellings of connection, satisfaction, awareness that we're embarking on [a] holy task.”  

Have there been times that you have experienced this kind of deep meaning, connection, and 

purpose, even when you might not have been “happy”?   

(c) Rabbi Barenblat describes practices through which she seeks to cultivate joy.  Do you have 

personal practices that do the same?  What do you think would help you cultivate joy over 

these next few days of Sukkot? 

(d) Does Rabbi Barenblat’s distinction between joy and happiness change your understanding of 

or reaction to the commandment that we be joyful during Sukkot? 


