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“My sweetest friends,” he says. “I have to tell you something very deep. Everybody 
knows, by us Yidden, among the Jewish people, Yom Kippur is the holiest time of the 
year, right? We’re bringing our souls to God’s laundry so to speak and He’s washing us 
clean. My soul is shining from one end of the world to the other. It’s the ultimate 
holiness, right?  

“But along comes our great spiritual master and teacher, the holy Ba’al Shem Tov, more 
than 200 years ago, and we learn something different. We learn that, unbelievable as it 
sounds, Sukkos is even holier.” People are sitting close, touching one another.  

“Okay, listen to this. Where is God’s holiness revealed in this world? What is holy space? 
According to the Midrash, on one level there’s the world that God made, which is so 
sweet and so beautiful. But sadly on another level, I can walk the streets of the world all 
my life and never really find my place. Imagine that I would be Rothschild and build a 
big castle somewhere with the most beautiful paintings, and the most beautiful gardens 
outside.* But if I feel like a stranger there, and it’s not really my place, saddest thing in 
the world, right? The level of Israel, the level of the Holy Land means, simple as it is, to 
be in this world where I am really at home, where I am really in my place. That’s a 
higher level of holy space. Then there is the level of the Holy City, Yerushalayim, 
Jerusalem, where I mammash know that my space is also God’s space. And I can keep 
going deeper and deeper and higher and higher. In the middle of Yerushalayim there is 
the Holy Temple, the Beis HaMikdash, and in the middle of the Beis HaMikdash is the 
Kodesh Kodeshim, the Holy of Holies, where the Kohen HaGodel, the High Priest, would 
go inside once a year, on Yom Kippur, and stand alone with God, and say God’s Name.  

“Okay now, this is the deepest and most heartbreaking thing. The Gemorah (Talmud) 
says that, since the Holy Temple was destroyed, the Jewish people are in exile, and the 
whole world is in exile, and there is no place for God’s holiness to be revealed in this 
world.  

“The only thing is, by the holy Ba’al Shem Tov, in our days we have to make that holy 
place ourselves. So how do we do this?”  

The evening fog is making little halos around the light bulbs and the candles.  

“The Zohar says there are two kinds of light. The Or Penimi, the Inner Light, is contained 
in a vessel.” Shlomo closes his eyes a moment and rocks back and forth. “You know, 
sadly, we’re living in a world of empty vessels. How many times do you see someone in 
the street or at the shul and they say, ‘How are you?’ but you look at their eyes and they 
don’t really want to know. They don’t really want to know. Maybe they’re thinking, ‘I 
wonder how much he’s donated to the building fund?’ ” He laughs, and people around 
him laugh too.  



“Empty vessels, right? But let’s say you see someone who really loves you and they say, 
‘How are you?’ You can see that they’re shining. Mammash, they really want to know, 
they really care. Same words, right, same vessels. So what’s the difference? So much 
Inner Light. So much holy Inner Light. 

“As beautiful as it is to have inner light,” Shlomo says, “the Zohar says that there is a 
second kind of light that is beyond all that. It is too infinite to be contained in vessels. 
This is the light from before creation, which in the Zohar is called the Or Mesavev, the 
Surrounding Light. This light has nothing to do with our actions. It’s on the level of 
Shabbos, completely beyond doing.  

“The holy Ba’al Shem Tov says the most awesome thing. By definition, the Surrounding 
Light cannot be contained in any vessels, right? But as long as we’re in this world, we 
need vessels to receive anything. Listen to this, friends, open up your hearts. The holy 
Ba’al Shem Tov says, the only vessel big enough to contain the Surrounding Light is a 
broken heart.”  

Shlomo closes his eyes, then looks around at the sea of faces surrounding him, 
reflecting the light of the candles and the light bulbs shining in the dark night, diffused 
through the fog, as though in a dream. Shlomo looks around at the sukkah, and up 
overhead at the carpet of leaves and branches tied with string onto the redwood poles. 
Hanging from the poles are apples and gourds, flowers, clusters of cherries and berries, 
brightly colored plastic fruits and animals, squares of paper with abstract designs, like 
mandalas.  

“Okay friends, listen to this” Shlomo says. “Everybody knows, everybody knows, that 
when we make a sukkah, it’s gotta be beautiful. That goes without saying, right? But 
what makes it kosher, what makes it real? Simple as it is, the Mishnah says that it’s 
gotta have skhakh, it’s gotta have leaves for the roof. And it can’t be attached to any 
plant that’s still growing. It’s gotta be fallen leaves. Do you know how deep this is?  

“Imagine if somebody told you you’ve gotta make a house for, hvayss, I don’t know, 
somebody very important, the President, or a great leader, you’d want to buy the finest 
materials, right? But by us Yiddelakh (Jews), what do we do when we’re building a 
dwelling place for the King of the World? We find little fallen leaves. Maybe yesterday 
somebody was stepping on them. So what do we do? We take them and we lift them up 
above our head. Then for seven days we sit underneath them.  

“On Rosh Hashanah, so to speak, we had the awesome experience of standing at the 
entrance to the King’s palace. On Sukkos, we invite the King to come with us into the 
sukkah, to sit with us under the fallen leaves. Unbelievable! Can you imagine? 
Mammash, we’re gathering up all the fallen leaves, and all the broken hearts of the 
world, and we’re sitting underneath them. Why? Because, by Ba’al Shem Tov, this is the 
Holy Temple for us when we’re in exile. This is the Holy Temple for everyone whose 
heart is broken. This is where the Surrounding Light is shining. This is where God is 
sitting.  



“What makes us safe; what makes us secure? All year long, I would say it’s a strong 
house, right? The bricks protect me, and the roof over my head keeps me dry. The only 
thing is, one time in the year, one sweet, precious week, I leave my house, and move 
into the little sukkah.  

“The mitzvah on Sukkos is the simplest thing in the world: to eat and sleep in the 
sukkah. One week in the year, one holy week, God is revealing to us, and we have the 
privilege of knowing, that bricks and roofs, money and bank accounts and jobs and 
honor in this world, are not what make me secure.” Shlomo looks around the sukkah, 
slowly, lovingly, taking in every detail. The fog is moving over our heads, drifting 
through the sukkah. It’s getting chillier and some people are huddled up together 
against the cold.  

“Sukkos we are privileged to live in the holiness of space and the holiness of time. This 
is the greatest thing in the world. When the wind blows through the walls, maybe we 
feel a little bit cold, and when it rains maybe we get a little wet. But living under the 
shelter of the wings of the Almighty, we know, we mammash know, what it is to be 
home, to be really home, in this world.”  


