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Sukkot

Each day of Sukkot, we say Hoshanot, prayers to God for help, centered around the 
words הוֹשַַׁע נָָא (hosha na, “please save us”).

These words come from a verse in Tehillim (118:25) that we say in Hallel:

אָנָָּא ה' הוֹשִִׁיעָָה נָָּא.
“Please, God, save us.”

When we say Hoshanot, the 
 is (aron kodesh, ark) אֲֲרוֹן קֹדֶֶֹשׁ
opened, and a Torah scroll 
is brought to the place 
where it is read. Everyone 
takes their lulav and 
etrog and walks in a 
circle around the Torah 
(Shulhan Arukh Orah 
Hayyim 660:1).

The Hoshanot prayers 
follow an alef-bet pattern, 
with each line beginning with 
the next letter of the Hebrew 
alphabet. Each day of Sukkot has 
its own Hoshanot. The seventh 
day of Sukkot is called Hoshana 
Rabbah (“the big Hoshana”), and on 
that day we circle the Torah seven times!

	 Why would we circle the Torah and hold the lulav and etrog while asking God to save us? 
How does this shape our understanding of what it means to shake a lulav and etrog?

	 Sukkot is a time for joy! Why would it also be the time we ask, over and over, to be 
saved? How does this connect Sukkot with Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur?

Prayer  •  תְְּפִִלָּהָ

Please save us, for Your sake, our God. 
Please save us. Please save us, for Your sake, our Creator. 

Please save us.

Please save us, for Your sake, ou
r Re

dee
mer.

Please save 
us.

Please save us, for Your sake, the One Who seeks us out. Please save us.
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The Mishnah describes the way Sukkot was observed in the ׁבֵֵּית הַַמִִּקְְדָָּש (Beit HaMikdash, 
Holy Temple in Yerushalayim):

משנה סוכה ד:ה

מִִצְְוַַת עֲֲרָָבָָה כֵֵּיצַַד? 

מָָקוֹם הָָיָָה לְְמַַטָָּה מִִירוּשָָׁלַַיִִם, 
וְְנִִקְְרָָא מוֹצָָא. יוֹרְְדִִין לְְשָָׁם 
וּמְְלַַקְְּטִִין מִִשָָּׁם מֻֻרְְבִִּיּוֹת שֶֶׁל 

עֲֲרָָבָָה, וּבָָאִִין וְְזוֹקְְפִִין אוֹתָָן בְְּצִִדֵֵּי 
הַַמִִּזְְבֵֵּחַַ, וְְרָָאשֵֵׁיהֶֶן כְְּפוּפִִין עַַל גַַּבֵֵּי 

הַַמִִּזְְבֵֵּחַַ. 

תָָּקְְעוּ וְְהֵֵרִִיעוּ וְְתָָקָָעוּ. 

בְְּכָָל יוֹם מַַקִִּיפִִין אֶֶת הַַמִִּזְְבֵֵּחַַ פַַּעַַם 
אַחַַת, וְְאוֹמְְרִִים, "אָנָָּא ה' הוֹשִִׁיעָָה 

נָָּא, אָנָָּא ה' הַַצְְלִִיחָָה נָָּא." …

Mishnah Sukkah 4:5

How was the mitzvah of the aravah (willow) branches 
performed?

There was a place below Yerushalayim called 
Motza. People would go there and gather large 
aravah branches. They would bring them to the Beit 
HaMikdash and stand them around the mizbei’ah 
(altar), with the tops of the branches bending over it.

The shofar was sounded.

Every day of Sukkot, they would circle the mizbei’ah 
once and say: "Please, God, save us. Please, God, bring 
us success" 
(Tehillim 
118:25) …
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Today, Hoshana Rabbah looks a bit like what R. Yohanan ben Berokah describes. After 
saying the last Hoshanot in the morning there are prayers for rain, and then many 
communities take bundles of aravah branches and strike them on the ground (Shulhan 
Arukh Orah Hayyim 664:4). (More about that on the next page!) 

משנה סוכה ד:ו

רַַבִִּי יוֹחָָנָָן בֶֶּן בְְּרוֹקָָה אוֹמֵֵר: חֲֲרִִיּוֹת 
שֶֶׁל דֶֶּקֶֶל הָָיוּ מְְבִִיאִִין, וְְחוֹבְְטִִין 

אוֹתָָן בַַּקַַּרְְקַַע בְְּצִִדֵֵּי הַַמִִּזְְבֵֵּחַַ, וְְאוֹתוֹ 
הַַיּוֹם נִִקְְרָָא יוֹם חִִבּוּט חֲֲרִִיּוֹת.

Mishnah Sukkah 4:6

R. Yohanan ben Berokah says: People would bring 
palm branches and strike them on the ground 
beside the mizbei’ah. Because of this, the day 
was called "The Day of Beating the Branches."

	 What’s the meaning of circling around the mizbei’ah while praying to be saved? What 
would this make us feel about the mizbe’ah?

	 If they would circle the mizbei’ah seven times on Hoshana Rabbah, what does that tell 
us about that day?

	 What was beautiful about the mizbei’ah? Why is it important to praise it for its beauty, 
especially on Hoshana Rabbah?

	 Why is it important to perform rituals that remind us of the Beit HaMikdash? What 
might Sukkot have to do with the Beit HaMikdash?

	 Why is rain so important to pray for? At the end of Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and 
Sukkot—after all the prayers we make all month long—why is rain the final thing we 
pray for?

	 Now that there’s no Beit HaMikdash or mizbei’ah, what’s special about the tradition of 
striking the bundles of aravah branches on the ground on Hoshana Rabbah?

וְְאוֹתוֹ הַַיּוֹם מַַקִִּיפִִין אֶֶת הַַמִִּזְְבֵֵּחַַ 
שֶֶׁבַַע פְְּעָָמִִים. 

בִִּשְְׁעַַת פְְּטִִירָָתָָן, מָָה הֵֵן אוֹמְְרִִים, 
יֹפִִֹי לְְךָָ מִִזְְבֵֵּחַַ, יֹפִִֹי לְְךָָ מִִזְְבֵֵּחַַ.

On the seventh day of Sukkot, aka Hoshana Rabbah, 
they would circle the mizbei’ah seven times.

When they finished, they would say: "Beauty is yours, 
O mizbei’ah! Beauty is yours, O mizbei’ah!"
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On Hoshana Rabbah, the last day of 
Sukkot, we beat aravah branches on the 
ground. Why?

A midrash teaches that the אֲֲרְְבָָּע מִִינִִים 
(arba minim, four species) on Sukkot 
represent different kinds of Jewish 
people all coming together (Vayikra 
Rabbah 30:12):

The אֶֶתְְרוֹג (etrog), which has both taste 
and fragrance, represents people who 
have both Torah and good deeds.

ספר התודעה, הושענא רבה

הָָעֲֲרָָבָָה שֶֶׁנּוֹטְְלִִים בְְּאוֹתוֹ הַַיּוֹם לְְאַחַַר שֶֶׁמַַּנִִּיחִִין 
אֶֶת הָָאֶֶתְְרוֹג וְְהַַלּוּלָָב, רוֹמֶֶזֶֶת אַף הִִיא לִִתְְפִִלָָּה. 

שֶֶׁכְְּבָָר נֶאֱֱֶמַַר לְְמַַעְְלָָה בְְּעִִנְְיָָן זֶֶה שֶֶׁהָָעֲֲרָָבָָה דּוֹמָָה 
לַַפֶֶּה וְְלַַשְְּׂפָָתַַיִִם, וְְהִִיא כְְּנֶגֶֶֶד אֵֵלֶֶּה מִִיִִּשְְׂרָָאֵֵל 

שֶֶׁאֵֵין בָָּהֶֶם לֹאֹ תּוֹרָָה וְְלֹאֹ מִִצְְווֹת וְְלֹאֹ מַַעֲֲשִִׂים 
טוֹבִִים. עַַכְְשָָׁיו מַַנִִּיחִִים אֶֶת כָָּל הָָאִִגּוּד שֶֶׁאַרְְבַַּע 

כִִּתּוֹת מִִיִִּשְְׂרָָאֵֵל נִִתְְאַגְְּדוּ יַַחַַד, וְְאוֹמְְרִִים: אֵֵין 
בָָּנוּ טַַעַַם תּוֹרָָה וְְלֹאֹ רֵֵיחַַ מִִצְְווֹת, 
לֹאֹ אֶֶתְְרוֹג וְְלֹאֹ לוּלָָב 
וְְלֹאֹ הֲֲדַַס — כֻֻּלָָּנוּ 
דּוֹמִִים לַַעֲֲרָָבָָה 

זוֹ. וּמַַה יֵּשֵׁ 
לָָנוּ? פֶֶּה 
לְְהִִתְְפַַּלֵּלֵ, 
כַַּעֲֲרָָבָָה זוֹ 

שֶֶׁדּוֹמָָה לַַפֶֶּה.

The aravah branch that we take on 
Hoshana Rabbah also symbolizes tefillah 
(prayer). The aravah looks like a mouth and 
lips, and it represents Jews who may not 
have much Torah learning or many good 
deeds. On Hoshana Rabbah, we set aside 
the other species and say: We may not 
have much Torah or many good deeds; we 
no longer have the etrog or lulav or hadas. 

We are all like this aravah. So what do 
we have? A mouth to pray with, like this 
aravah, which is similar to a mouth.

נֵּיֵ דְְּיוֹמָָא The Calendar  •  עִִנְיְָּ
The לוּלָָב (lulav), which has taste but no 
fragrance, represents people who have 
Torah but not many good deeds.

The הֲֲדַַס (hadas), which has fragrance but 
no taste, represents people who have good 
deeds but not much Torah.

The עֲֲרָָבָָה (aravah), which has neither taste 
nor fragrance, represents people who have 
neither Torah nor good deeds.

So why is the aravah so special on Hoshana 
Rabbah?

 We’ve done a lot of praying this 
Tishrei! Why is it important to have 

another day dedicated to tefillah 
now, at the end of Sukkot? What 
does it mean that the last thing we 
are left with, after we no longer shake 
the lulav (or blow the shofar for that 
matter) is prayer?

R. Eliyahu Ki Tov (Poland and Israel, 75 years ago) 


