The custom of inviting ushpizin, mystical ‘guests,’ into the succah, stems from the Zohar (103b-104a), and has become fairly well known in the Jewish world.  According to this custom, when we sit down to eat in the sukkah, we first invite a supernal guest.  The guest changes for each day, and the order of the guests corresponds to the order of the sefirot.  On the first day we invite Abraham, who embodies hesed, generosity; the second day we also invite Isaac, who embodies gevurah, severity, and so on.  In response to our invitation, these guests join us in our sukkah, sit down with us, and bless us. And you know, a blessing from Abraham is powerful.


But there is one complication.  Abraham, Isaac, and the rest of these holy guests only bless us if they get served a good meal!  How in the world do you serve dinner to Abraham Avinu?  


So the Zohar says,  hbfxnk hsjnk hgcu -- we invite poor people into your sukkah, and help them rejoice, by serving them first.  Because, it says, tuv hbfxns ihnzs ihzhpaut iubhts tekuj--Abraham’s portion belongs to the poor, to the needy.  And if the holy guests don’t get dinner—that is, if the sukkah is not a place where we help the poor and needy to enjoy the holiday—then the scene gets ugly:





/vhr,ct ihekx uvkfu vktv ohgarv ohabtv hkvt kgn tb urux hreu tru,pn ohte ovrct


 /rxj, ohgar iycu rnt ejmh


 /ouen hkc vtum the utkn ,ubjka kf hf hrnt thhehsm kf rtau vbthe, ,kft l,p rnt cegh


On the other hand, if the poor get served first and are happy, then Abraham is happy, and he raises his hands, and blesses the table with the verse whh kg dbg,, zt you shall rejoice with God.   And each of the other guests also offer up a blessing on the table.


The meal in the sukkah is only God’s meal if it exists to serve others, to help the poor and needy to rejoice in the festival.  It is only God’s meal if we are like Sarah, whose tent was open, and like Abraham, who went out to the crossroads to find guests.  Service of God is distinguished by serving the needy.


What is the symbolism of serving the poor first?


On the one hand, it is a very specific act, which serves the needs of someone who might otherwise be unable to celebrate sukkot.  And, in the Zohar’s view, every individual act, every mitzvah or avera, sin, has unseen ramifications in the spiritual world.


But it is also an indication of how we should lead our lives.  It is a call to give priority to the needs of the poor, to give the best we have—our best portion, as it were, to the needy.  What is the first portion, the first serving in our communal life?  It is our identity, our passion.  Making the world a place of hesed, of generosity, where everybody is taken care of, where everybody has enough and can enjoy life, must lie at the center of every practice, of every mitzvah, of every prayer, of our very identity as Jews.





The Talmud says that the entire Torah is a story about God’s hesed, from the moment when he clothes Adam and Eve in the garden, to the moment when he buries Moses at the end.  The Torah is about making the world a place of hesed.


Every mitzvah, according to the kabbalah, unifies God, helps fix the spiritual rupture which lies behind the brokenness of the world.  The mitzvoth thus help to fix the world and bring malhut shadai, the kingdom of divine plentitude.  This model is an optimistic view of mitzvoth, envisioning them as a tool with which we, simple individuals, could battle the historic forces of evil.  Even if we seem powerless, we are not, because we have spiritual tools.  This is, perhaps, the earliest vision of global aid!


But we are no longer merely the rejected nation, the humbled and despised exiles from a desolate land.  We have the ability not just to pray for the wellbeing of our communities and the world, to remember the downtrodden, but to act on their behalf.  This, our power to donate our time, our money, and our vote, is the best we have, and this is what we are called to give.


Deuteronomy expresses this idea in its exhortations to protect the orphan, the widow and the stranger.  These were the unprotected of the day, who had no extended family to take care of them.  Orphans and widows do not necessarily have the same unprotected standing in our society.  Who are the unprotected in our day?  Who are the orphans, widows, and strangers in our society?


We have a lower class which is suffering, and in which people have fewer and fewer opportunities to succeed.  Rising housing, education, and healthcare costs are limiting the opportunities for millions of Americans. 16%-- Nearly one in six of Americans cannot afford health insurance.  We are in the midst of a social crisis, and the question before us is whether we will respond with the best of what we have.  We must respond with the best we have to offer: our power as individuals and as citizens, our money, our time, and our vote. 


We need to recreate the Jewish political agenda.  The Jewish political agenda is not just Israel—it is advocating for the needy in our society, for peoples basic needs.  It is making sure everybody has a place to sleep, has food, has adequate medical care.  It is making sure everybody can share in the country’s wealth.


The kabbalah teaches that the name of God is a graphic symbol depicting God’s nature.  The yod, which is a dot, is the gift, of life, of existence, of every blessing in our lives, all of which comes from God.  Heh looks a little like a hand, and is numerically equivalent to 5—it is God’s outstretched hand, giving this gift.  The vav is the connection, the hand reaching out.  And the final heh is the hand receiving the gift.  So the act of giving tzedakah is an imitation of God. 


We imitate God by giving, rather than taking as much as we can.  The kingdom of God is a society permeated by this ideal—a society where people do not try to get ahead by extracting as much money as they can from others, by competing with other peoples’ livelihoods.  It is a society where everybody can get ahead, where people do not try to get rich in ways which keep other people poor.  It is a society structured not by greed, but by generosity. 


It is risky to live in this way, not to take advantage of others, to live lives of generosity rather than competition.  The Zohar describes the sukkah as tzela dmehemnuta, the shelter of faith.  Living out of our houses, unprotected by our possessions, teaches us only to have faith in God, without the protection of the physical property we surround ourselves with.  


In a statement adopted six years ago, the evangelical lutheran church of America affirmed that “Human impoverishment, excessive accumulation and consumerism driven by greed, gross economic disparities, and the degradation of nature are incompatible with this reign of God.”  That statement described a moral imperative to seek “sufficient, sustainable livelihood for all.”  We need to commit ourselves to addressing issues of poverty, both globally and in our own communities.  We have a moral imperative, as Jews, to advocate and act on behalf of everybody’s right to a comfortable living.


On succot, we live as if the messiah has already come, protected only by the shelter of our faith in God, in living based not just on our self-interest, but based on our integrity.  On sukkot, we forget about getting rich, about trying to get ahead of everybody else.  It is an experience of social equity, and it is a taste of the messianic age.





All of this is very imposing:  the task is huge, and the small steps each of us can take pale in comparison to the enormity of the problems.  But we cannot despair.  The Zohar cites the verse, ish cmatnat yado—we are asked only to give what we can.  The best we can do is exactly what we are asked for.  God has given each of us exactly those tools and opportunities to fulfill our mission.  Matnat yado—they have been placed in our hands.  We just need to look nearby, start by look in our own communities for people who are in need, and see what opportunities we have to make world better.   Rebbe Nahman: look inside: worlds hang on every tendon—we have amazing power, and what looks like a small act affects universes and universes.





According to the Zohar, when we do give the needy our first serving, the best of what we have to offer, Abraham leads all the holy guests in blessing us.  Abraham, who is the embodiment of hesed, generosity.  Abraham, who would stand at the intersection to invite people to his house, to make sure everybody had enough.  Abraham, who received the promise from God that “through you will be blessed all the nations of the world.”  


His blessing is from Isaiah 58, in which God promises us that if we sanctify the holy day by not pursuing our hafetz, our business, and sanctify God, then titaneg al hashem—we will rejoice with God—


Whˆc¨t c«e…g³h ,‹k£j³b Wh¦T‰k‹f£t©v±u .¤r¨t h¥,u¢nŠC k‹g Wh¦T‰c‹F§r¦v±u  


We will ascend on all the peaks of the world and eat the inheritance of Jacob.  The way to be happy on succot, to rejoice with God, is by sharing our table with the needy, by making hesed the central rule of our lives.


