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How many of you are happy?  I know Adam is happy because tomorrow is his Bar Mitzvah, but what about the rest of us?  Tonight is Shabbat but it also begins the third day of Sukkot.

Sukkot is called, Z’man Simchataynu in our liturgy.  This appellation comes directly from the Torah as in the Book of Deuteronomy we are enjoined, “V’samachta b’chagecha/you shall rejoice in your holiday.”  The word for rejoice or happy occasion in Hebrew is simcha.  V’samachta/simcha—do you hear that these words are connected, have the same letter root?  Yes?   One is a verb, the other a noun.  Now, lest you think that we are supposed to be happy in all our holy days, Sukkot is the only one called by this name.

While the Torah tells us to be happy, like so many other commandments it does not tell us why, why are we supposed to be so happy?  In the context of the text, the Torah is talking about the harvest.  So perhaps that is the reason.  After all the hard work, we reap a full harvest knowing we will have plenty to eat during the upcoming winter months—we are happy.  It works for me.  The celebrations described both in the Torah and then later in the Mishna indicate that the Jewish people took their celebrating very seriously.  Sukkot was a week long party filled with lots of barbequed meat, torch dancers, and water slides!  (It was actually a water-pouring ceremony).
After the Temple was destroyed and the party no longer existed, the rabbis began to see in Sukkot another kind of happiness.  If we examine the haftarot, the prophetic portions they chose as part of this week’s celebrations, you will see that they all point to the coming of the Messiah.  The Messianic time in our tradition—our two thousand year hope for a world in which all the troubles and tribulations which plague our society will be eliminated—is understood to be the fulfillment of God’s promise for us.  Such a time would truly be a simcha, one in which all the world could rejoice.

But what about us?  We are not farmers, though some of us have gardens.  We no longer have a Temple in Jerusalem to bring our animal offerings (but we can bring them for Bless the Animals Shabbat next week).  And, I say this with some sadness, I do not think that many modern Jews really and truly believe in the coming of the Messiah.  In fact, we have eliminated most such prayers in our Reform liturgy.  So how do we feel the joy, the simcha? 

I would like to suggest that the key lies in Yom Kippur; yes, that day of serious and honest introspection—the seeming opposite of simcha.  What is the work of Yom Kippur?  Atonement.  If we break up the letters of that word, we get At-one-ment.  Can you picture that?  The goal of Yom Kippur is to be at one—with ourselves, all our relationships, and with God.  If we are successful in achieving that sense of at-one-ment, then I believe there is no greater happiness, no greater simcha.  

The mystics of our people had a little exercise that I would like to try with you here so that it can become your own.  They noticed that Sukkot begins four days after Yom Kippur, right?  Yom Kippur is the 10th of Tishrei, then you have the 11th, 12th, 13th, and 14th.  Sukkot begins that evening when the moon is full, on the 15th.  How many letters in the special, ineffable name of God?  Four:  Yud, Hay, Vav, Hay.  One for each day.  Each day they would meditate on one of the letters, carrying the at-one-ment they felt with God from Yom Kippur to Sukkot, taking God with them, so to speak from one holy day to the next.  Pretty neat, right?  

It is a simple breath meditation which I will teach you right now.  Yud, the little letter is our chest when it is empty of air; hay is the deep breath we take; vav, the straight letter, is how we look when we have breathed in deeply; and the second hay is the breath exhaled.  Let me demonstrate.  Let’s try it.  Everyone got it?

As you are breathing, feel the great simcha of being alive, of being able to breathe deeply.  Ask yourselves, “How will I feel simcha during this festival of Sukkot?  How can I feel simcha each and every day?”

Shabbat shalom and chag sameach!
