
 
 
 

Between the Natural and the Miraculous 
 

These are some of the sources for the classic debate as to what the sukkah 
represents and our experience of sitting in it. The debate between Rabbi Eliezer 
and Rabbi Akiva underlies the differences of Ibn Ezra and the Ramban.  Rabbi 
Moshe Lichtenstein suggests a broader framework to understand this 
disagreement. 
 
 
1. Sifre on Leviticus 23:43 
 
You shall live in sukkot for seven days; all citizens in Israel shall live in sukkot,  in order that 
future generations may know that I made the Israelite people live in sukkot when I brought 
them out of the land of Egypt, I the Lord your God-, says Rabbi Eliezer. God made real 
booths for them. Rabbi Akiva says: these were the Clouds of Glory  
 
2. Did the People Dwell in Sukkot or in Tents? 
 
How goodly are your tents, O Jacob, Your dwellings O Israel! (Num 24:5) 
 
ohel 
 
Moses would go into the “Tent of Meeting, “ the Israelites would “rise and stand, each at the 
entrance of his tent, and gaze after Moses” (Exod 33:8) 
 



And I am the Lord your God from the land of Egypt; I will yet make you dwell in tents as in 
the days of the [early] times. Hosea 12:10 
 
3. Sukkah as Clouds 
 
“He made darkness his screen; dark thunderbolts, dense clouds of the sky were his sukkah 
round about him” (Ps 18:12) 
 
Exodus 13:20-22 
 
They traveled from Succoth, and they encamped in Etham, at the edge of the desert.  And 
the Lord went before them by day in a pillar of cloud to cause it to lead them on the way and 
at night in a pillar of fire to give them light, [they thus could] travel day and night. He did not 
move away the pillar of cloud by day or the pillar of fire at night [from] before the people. 
 
Tosefta Sotah 4:1 
 
So the Omnipresent gave his children seven glorious clouds in the wilderness, one on their 
right, one on their left, one before them, one behind them, one above their heads, and one 
as the Presence among them.  
 
And the pillar of cloud [the seventh] which went before them would kill snakes and 
scorpions and burn off thorns, brambles, and prickly bushes and level down high places and 
raise up low places for them, so making them a straight path, a path flowing and moving 
along, as it is said, And the ark of the covenant of the Lord went before them (Num. 11 :33).  
 
They made use of it all of the forty years during which they were in the wilderness, as it is 
said, And the cloud of the Lord was over them by day (Num.11:34).  
 
What is the meaning of the Scripture, The pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by 
night did not depart from before the people (Ex. 13:22)?  
 
It teaches that the one which served by day completed the work of the one which served by 
night, and the one which served by night completed the work of the one which served by 
day. 
     ___________ 
Jeremiah prophesies: “I remember for you the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride; 
how you followed Me in the wilderness, in a land not sown” (Jer 2:2). 
 
4. Ibn Ezra 1089-1167 
 
In the booths that they made after they passed through the Red Sea, and also in the 
wilderness of Sinai where they stayed for almost a year. This is the practice in all 
encampments. Thus, this festival as well serves as a reminder of the exodus from Egypt. 
One might ask: Why is this mitzva in Tishrei? The answer is that God's cloud was over the 
camp by day, so that the sun did not beat down on them, but during Tishrei they began to 
build booths because of the cold. 
 



5. Ramban 1194-1270 
 
"'That I made the children of Israel to dwell in sukkot' – clouds of Glory."  This is the 
wording of Rashi. And it is correct in my eyes according to the plain sense of Scripture. For 
He commanded that [future] generations should know all the great acts of God that He 
miraculously performed for them, that He made them dwell in the clouds of His Glory like 
in a booth. This is similar to what is stated: "And the Lord will create upon every dwelling 
place of mount Zion, and upon her assemblies, a cloud and smoke by day, and the shining of 
a flaming fire by night; for upon all the glory shall there be a canopy. And there shall be a 
tabernacle (sukka) for a shadow in the daytime from the heat, etc." (Yeshayahu 4:6). And since 
He already explained that the cloud of the Lord was upon them by day and the pillar of fire 
at night, He simply said: "That I made the children of Israel to dwell in sukkot," that I made 
them clouds of Glory as booths to protect them. Now, He commanded at the beginning of 
the dry season a reminder of the exodus from Egypt in its month and season. And He 
commanded a reminder of the continuous miracle that was performed for them during their 
entire stay in the wilderness at the beginning of the rainy season. According to the opinion 
that He fashioned real booths for them, they began to build them at the beginning of the 
winter because of the cold as is customary in encampments, and therefore he commanded 
them at this time [of the year]. And it is a reminder that they should know and remember 
that they were in the wilderness and that they did not enter a house or find a settled city for 
forty years, but God was with them and they lacked for nothing. 

 
Rabbi Moshe Lichtenstein- http://etzion.org.il/en/nature-or-miracle-haftara-first-day-
sukkot  
 
We see, then, that according to the Ibn Ezra the meeting that takes place between people 
and God on the festival of Sukkot is based on an event in which God watched over Israel in 
a natural manner, and the special sanctity of the festival was introduced into the world in 
order to mark the connection between people and God in the framework of the natural 
world and people’s actions in this world. According to the Ramban, on the other hand, the 
festival of Sukkot is based on God's removing Israel from the world of natural causality, and 
the encounter between them takes place in the realm of the miraculous. The shade of the 
sukkah that covered Israel in the wilderness was the shade of a miracle, the sukkah serving as 
a miraculous shelter against the hardships of nature. 
 
All agree that sanctity exists in our world, whether in the form of the sanctity of time or in 
the form of the sanctity of place. But the question still remains - what is the ideal model for 
this encounter between God and human beings? Is sanctity best achieved when God 
"constricts" Himself, as it were, and meets human beings on their home court and in the 
framework of their rules (to the extent that this is possible)? Or perhaps a more sublime 
sanctity tries to break out of this world, to elevate human beings and to remove them as 
much as possible from the material world of nature? Is natural law (and the general 
providence that accepts the world as it is) the preferred way of introducing sanctity into the 
world? Or perhaps the desired instruments for conducting the encounter between human 
beings and God are miracles that ravage the natural order and personal providence that is 
not subject to natural rules, and it is they that must be used to establish sanctity in the world? 
 
Rabbi Jeffrey Rubinstein http://thetorah.com/sukkah-and-its-symbolism/  
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