
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It seems odd that the festive celebration marking the rite of the 

water libation should take its name from the drawing of the 

water, which is a mere hechsher mitzvah-preparatory 

requirement; rather than from the actual pouring of the water 

libation on the mizbeyach-altar. Superficially this would seem as 

appropriate as conducting a Seder at the matzah bakery Erev 

Pesach-the day before Passover; rather than in the evening — the 

first night of Pesach; when consuming the matzah is an actual 

mitzvah. 

 

Our world was not always a suitable habitat for humanity. At 

first the Creator brought forth a world in which the entire 

surface was covered by water. A subsequent Divine Creative 

Pronouncement made the waters contract themselves and 

converge into ingathered pools thereby partially revealing 

portions of the earth secreted beneath the waters. These portions, 

dry land, were finally capable of sustaining human life. As 

humans are not equipped with gills the aquatic earth in its 

primordial state was antithetical to human existence. 

 

Man runs into problems when his own will and agenda are 

inconsistent with those of HaShem. Sin, impurity, alienation, 

self-sabotage and, ultimately, death lie down the crooked, 

winding path of an independent human agenda. Oddly enough 

maintaining human existence, self-affirmation, depends on self-

abnegation. As Rabban Gamliel taught, “negate your will before 

His Will.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Arizal revealed the dynamic of how a mikveh- ritualarium; 

purifies as follows: Submersion in the mikveh is willfully entering 

a medium in which humanity (and independent human will) 

cannot exist.  It is a physical manifestation of self-abnegation. Yet  

HaShem in His Generosity and Magnanimity gave a 

countermanding order to the humanity-negating water-world. 

He said “yikavu-pull yourselves together — concentrate into 

pools.” The etymology of the Lashon HaKodesh-holy tongue; 

word for a ritualarium; mikveh; derives from the wording of this 

Divine command. And so while the waters of the mikveh, like a 

mini-ocean, are completely inhospitable to human beings the 

very name implies the Divine allowance for, and approval of, 

human existence.  

 

When the impure person descends completely below the surface 

waters of the mikveh, he has negated his independent will before 

His Will. Later, when he emerges from his state of self-

abnegation beneath his watery grave in the mikveh he becomes 

newly minted. Like the first human created from and on the 

newly revealed dry land he is, as yet, uncorrupted and unsullied 

by impurities; in a word he is pure. Man is created straight as an 

arrow.  

 

However when discussing either the waters of the primordial 

all-water world or the mikvei-hamayim-ingathered concentrations 

of waters that revealed the dry land and allowed for human 

existence, we are referring to expressions of the Divine Will and 

Creative process. “Plumbing” on the other hand, even in its most  

To Draw is Human; to Drown Divine 
 

Sukkos 5776-An installment in the series of adaptations 

From the Waters of the Shiloah: Plumbing the Depths of the Izhbitzer School 
By Rabbi Dovid Schwartz 

You should draw water with joy. 

— Yeshaya 12:3 

 

Anyone who has not seen the joy of the Festival of the Water Drawing [in the Mikdash] has never witnessed [true] joy in his life.  

— Mishnayos Sukkah 5:1 

 

How was this service performed? A golden flask capable of containing three lohgin was filled from [the waters of] the Shiloah etc. 

 — Rambam Laws of Temidim U’Musafin 10:7 

 

He [Rabban Gamliel son of Rabi Yehudah the prince] would also say: Make His Will become your will, so that He should make your will 

be as if it were His will. Negate your will before His Will, so that He should nullify the will of others before your will.  

 

— Avos  2:4 

The earth was without form and empty… but Elokims spirit moved on the water’s surface 

-Bereishis 1:2 

Elokim said: “ The waters under the heaven shall be drawn into one place and the dry land shall be seen.” It happened.  

-Bereishis 1:9 

 

… I found, that Elokim made man straight; but they [men] have sought out many stratagems [which twist and corrupt them].  

— Koheles 7:29 

 

The Elokim before whom my fathers , Avraham and Yitzchak, walked is the Elokim who has led me like a Shepherd … 

-Bereishis 48:15 

 

And Yaakov journeyed to Sukkos … and made sukkos-booths; for his cattle. Therefore the name of the place is called Sukkos.  

-Bereishis 33:17 
 



 

 

primitive form, is a purely human endeavor. The first time a 

human being put a vessel or an implement to the waters he was 

affirming his own humanity. The ubiquitous waters as created 

by G-d negate man. The waters withdrawn and collected into 

pools by G-d, while still unsupportive of human life nevertheless 

allow room for man. But only mayim sheuvim-drawn waters; are 

the products of human activity. Avodah-worship; is a uniquely 

human activity as well. HaShem, while accepting and even 

kivyachol-so to speak; desirous of avodah, does not worship 

Himself.  

 

The Tosafos Yom Tov (Ediyos 1:3 ) explains that the shiur-

measurement; of mayim sheuvim that will invalidate a mikveh is 

three lohgin because that is the minimum liquid volume quantity 

for a nesech of a communal offering.  While the explanation of the 

Tosafos Yom Tov may simply be based on finding a halachic 

precedent for a significant liquid volume, the Bais Yaakov taught 

that there is a deeper significance to why three lohgin of mayim 

sheuvim will invalidate a mikveh. It is because the purifying 

function of the mikveh is rooted in the alma d’iscasya-the covered, 

hidden earth antithetical to human, existence, free-will and 

avodah. Whereas plumbed, waters that have been in a vessel of 

some kind are drawn and manipulated through human activity 

and the exercise of human free-will. Qualitatively they are the 

polar opposite of Divinely gathered mikveh waters. 

 

During the holiday of Sukkos there is a unique avodah. It is to 

merge human free-will and activity into the world On-High. It is 

the harmonic convergence of self-abnegation and self-

affirmation. It is the exercise of free-will to exorcise free-will and 

to negate it in favor of His will. 

 

In light of earlier Izhbitzer teachings it is unsurprising that this 

unique avodah should be associated with Sukkos. The Tikunei 

Zohar (Tikun 13) taught that Sukkos corresponds to Yaakov 

Avinu-our patriarch Jacob; whom it describes as the “central 

pillar.” In dialectical terms if Avraham is the thesis of Chessed- 

loving-kindness (expansion/ overflow); and Yitzchok is the 

antithesis of Gevurah-rigor and forceful self-restraint  

(contraction/ withdrawl); Yaakov is the synthesis of the two 

Tiferes-splendor.  But what this really means is that unlike his 

faher and grandfather Yaakov had no “house” a permanent 

edifice or fixed modality through which he served HaShem.  

Instead he lived in a transitory impermanent structure, a kind of 

metaphysical sukkah.  He could toggle easily back and forth 

between Chessed and Gevurah and , presumably, between a 

Divine Will that utterly overwhelms, “drowns” and negates 

human will and Divine Will that magnanimously creates space 

for human will and opportunities for human free-will in avodah. 

 

This is how the Izhbitzer puts it in parashas Vayechi: 

 

Avraham Avinu was defined by his middah of Chessed. Avraham 

utilized love and kindness in every given opportunity to 

assimilate himself to His Creator. Yitzchak Avinu was defined 

by his middah of Gevurah.  Yitzchak utilized awe and forceful 

self-restraint in every circumstance to emulate the way of His 

Creator. Yet Avraham was unfamiliar with the notion of  

 

 

mimicking Divine Contraction and Yitzchak was unaccustomed 

to imitating Divine Expansion.  

 

But Yaakov was not defined by, and thus not restricted to, any 

particular middah. Yaakov’s very being was imitatio dei. Yaakov 

was a living self-portrait of HaShem that continually developed 

ever-higher fidelity to the Likeness of the portrait Painter.  

Yaakov possessed the spiritual dexterity to copy HaShem in all 

of HaShems Divine middos. Whether the given situation called 

for Chessed, Gevurah or any other attribute across the theological 

spectrum, Yaakov, chameleon-like, conformed to the ways of His 

Creator.   

 

 … Avraham and Yitzchak were able to improvise and adapt 

these middos in Divinely imitative ways to new situations. This 

was especially so in those situations that seemed to be repeating 

the past, situations that precedents had been set for.  

 

In contradistinction, Yaakov himself needed constant 

shepherding by HaShem. “Elokim…has led me like a Shepherd 

from my inception until this day.”  A sheep follows every move 

of the shepherd.  When the shepherd goes to the right or to the 

left, up or down, slow or fast, the sheep follow. Yesterday, 

watering his flock, the shepherd may have brought them right 

up to the riverbank. Today, floods have caused the waters to 

overflow and to repeat yesterday’s livestock management would 

not result in hydrating the sheep, but in drowning them.   

Similarly Yaakov felt the need to follow HaShem like a sheep 

with no internal GPS to guide himself. Even if he confronted the 

“same” situation for the hundredth time, he awaited Divine 

guidance and then precisely shadowed HaShem’s Movements 

k’vyachol. 

 

Yaakov worshipped G-d through imitation and “following the 

leader.” A paradigm of self-abnegation and hewing to Rabban 

Gamliels maxim he exercised his free-will and affirmed his 

humanity by exorcising any independent will, leaning or 

proclivity. 

 

In days of yore they drew water from the waters of the Shiloah 

brook that flowed through the temple courtyard. The Bais 

Yaakov says that the joy and festival is named after drawing of 

the water rather than the pouring of the water because water 

drawing — plumbing — is a defining human activity. Absent a 

self— a humanity — that has been affirmed, there is no “will to 

negate before His Will.” 

 

If this sounds contradictory, it is. But as the Biskovitzer taught 

the power of this holiday is that in the shadow of faith that is the 

sukkah, all those from “the root and branch of Israel” those 

cleaving to the Will of HaShem, can accept  and assimilate two 

mutually exclusive concepts simultaneously. 

 

~adapted from  

Bais Yaakov Ahl haTorah Umoadim  

Simchas Beis Haso’eivah D”H u’Sheavtem 

Mei Hashiloach Vayechi D”H Vayomer Elokim 

Neos Deshe l’Sukkos D”H BaSukkos 

http://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=14395&st=&pgnum=144
http://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=19936&st=&pgnum=38
http://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=43771&st=&pgnum=181

