
 

Succos 

Lulav and Esrog – For Hashem 

Adapted from a shmuz by R. Ben Zion Shafier. 

The gemara in Succah (38a) recounts that Rav Acha bar Yaacov 

used to wave the lulav to and fro, saying, "This is an arrow in the 

eye of Satan". The gemara, however, comments that this is not a 

proper thing for a man to do since the Satan might in consequence 

be provoked to focus his full attention against him and entice him 

to fall into temptation. 

Why is it that this particular mitzvah, lulav and esrog, especially 

agitates and angers the Satan? Rashi explains that this mitzvah 

shows that he has no ability to rip us away from the yoke of the 

mitzvos. Lulav and esrog demonstrate to the Satan that he has no 

power over us to stop us from performing mitzvos. 

The obvious question is that there are many mitzvos and by our 

performing any one of them we show our dedication to Torah and 

mitzvos. On Succos itself the main mitzvah is to sit in a Succah. 

But this doesn't agitate the Satan. What is so special about lulav 

and esrog that the Satan gets especially perturbed and realizes he 

has no control over us? What is so special and unique about lulav 

and esrog that Rav Acha bar Yaakov said, this mitzvah is an arrow 

in the eye of the Satan? And when he sees this he gives up and 

realizes he can't prevent us from the mitzvos. This doesn't seem 

any different than any other mitzvah, and yet it has this special 

power to show the Satan he has no power over us. 

The Sefer Hachinuch (545) quotes the Midrash Tanchuma 

(parshas Shemini Piska 8), "What difference does it make to 

Hakadosh Baruch Hu if you shecht an animal at the neck or break 

its neck in order to eat it. Does this help Hashem in any way? 

Rather the mitzvos were given to perfect the person." 

You can't give Hashem anything. He gets nothing out of our doing 

mitzvos. The mitzvos were created for the sole reason to help us! 

They are the greatest self-improvement system ever created. The 

purpose and focus of all the mitzvos is my growth and my 

improvement. 

We come across many people who have the outlook, "I'll get up in 

the morning and wash netilas yadayim, go to shul, say brachos, 

daven, learn daf yomi. And because I did that, now Hashem will 

help me. I have many needs. I need a parnossa, I have to cover the 

mortgage. I have to pay tuition for my kids. So if I do for Him, now 

he'll do for me." 

This Midrash tells us that granted they are wonderful frum Torah 

observant Yidden. But they are mistaken! You can't give Hashem 

anything. He doesn't lack anything. He doesn't need our mitzvos 

at all! What you are doing with your mitzvos is helping yourself. 

Hashem is our ultimate benefactor. He wants our growth, He 

wants our benefit. He wants our self-improvement. He put us on 

this planet for a few short years and gave us the mitzvos for our 

perfection. But at the end of the day, every mitzvah only serves 

that purpose: my improvement, my growth. Nothing for Hashem, 

everything only for me. 

There are three categories of mitzvos: 

I. The first category of mitzvos is very easy to understand. They 

are humanistic. You could tell a goy in the street that there is a 

commandment in the Torah to work on your character traits, and 

he would instantly understand. If you are arrogant you are 

difficult to live with. If you are arrogant you are a hard tough boss, 

a nasty spouse, and a pain to have around. If you are humble you 

are a kindly sweet person. You are happier being human, and the 

world is happier that you are humble. It doesn't take much to 

understand that working on your character traits is good for you 

and benefits you. There are many mitzvos in this category that it 

is obvious how they benefit us. The system of mishpat (justice): 

the world is benefited by a legal system. The world is benefited 

by mitzvos of tzedaka (charity) and chessed (helping others). 

These are self-evident obvious improvements that help me, and 

the world is a better place because of them.  

II. There is a second category that isn't so obvious how these 

mitzvos improve me. This category includes mitzvos like kashrus 

and shaatnez. These are a bit more difficult to see how they 

benefit me. If one is completely secular and lives in a totally 

materialistic world, he cannot fathom anything spiritual or non-

materialistic. We, however, understand that Man is made up of 

two opposite parts. There is the physical part of our being, with 

all the animalistic drives. Then there is the spiritual soul with all 

the spiritual strivings. And these two parts are delicately 

balanced. My spiritual side is constantly waxing or waning 

depending upon what I do. The gemara tells us that treif food is 

metamtem (clouds and clogs) and deadens the heart. If you eat a 

cheese burger it is more difficult to experience Hashem's 

presence. It is more difficult to experience a Shabbos. To a totally 

secular individual these things don't make sense. And he's right: 

if the world were merely physical, then these mitzvos don't make 

sense. But there is a whole ruchnius (spiritual) component of the 

world, and when you eat a cheese burger you change your 

ruchnius balance. It is more difficult to feel spiritual and the 

nefesh habehami (the physical soul) gains dominance and your 

neshama loses its sensitivity to matters of the spirit and thus it 

causes you damage. 

This second category, even though it is a bit more difficult to 

understand, still it is relatively simple to recognize how it benefits 

me. 

III. But there is a third category of mitzvos that are much more 

difficult to understand. Lulav and esrog are in that third category. 

If you would study the seforim discussing the reasons behind the 

mitzvos you will find it very hard to understand how lulav and 

esrog benefit me. Why is it so hard? Because the bottom line is 

that when you pick up a lulav and esrog it is for one reason: I don't 

know how it helps me, I don't see any personal benefit. But 

Hashem said that on Succos you shall pick up a palm branch 

(lulav) and the fruit of the hadar tree (esrog). And therefore I 

perform this mitzvah. It's as simple as that. Why? Because He 

commanded me to. 
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This is very likely the reason why Rav Acha bar Yaakov said those 

words while shaking the lulav and esrog. When I work on my 

middos (character) it's for my benefit. When I give tzedaka I 

understand that I am improving myself. When I study Torah I 

understand that I change, I grow spiritually. The Satan knows that 

if I have a benefit in this mitzvah then there's room to play. True, 

I do the mitzvos because Hashem said so, but I'm also doing them 

for my good and my interests. But there are other things that I'm 

interested in also. I'm interested in honor, I'm interested in 

money, and I'm interested in physical lust. As long as the mitzvah 

is in my self-interest, the Satan has plenty of room to show me 

other things that seem better for me, look more appealing. He has 

room to maneuver. 

But when you come to a mitzvah like lulav and esrog and you 

pick it up and say to yourself, I don't understand it. I don't know 

how it changes me, I don't understand how it benefits me. I do it 

for one reason: because Hashem said to do it. At that point the 

Satan gives up because he ran out of ammunition. It is a very pure 

mitzvah done totally leshem shomayim. It is an arrow in the eyes 

of the Satan because it is so pure. It is not for my self-interest, it 

is not for my benefit. I do it because my Creator said to do it and 

so it is an arrow in the eye of the Satan.  

The Religious Atheist 

With this in mind, we can understand a new concept which is a 

real eye opener. In order to understand the above gemara, one has 

to have a basic belief in his Creator, and that we were commanded 

by Him to perform the mitzvos whether we understand them or 

not. However, all this is meaningless to an atheist. He doesn't 

believe in category III; there is no Creator Who commanded us 

anything. And he doesn't believe in category II, there is no 

spiritual side of a person that we have to refine.  

I want to posit that there is another category: that of the religious 

atheist. Now you will say to me that an irreligious atheist makes 

sense. He doesn't believe in G-d, and so it's kind of dumb and silly 

to be religious. That makes sense. But a religious atheist? That's 

ridiculous. If you are an atheist there is no G-d, so how can one 

be a religious atheist?  

However, if we think about it there are quite a few religious 

atheists. You will find many people, religious Jews, who get up in 

the morning and wash netilas yadayim, make brachos, go to 

davening, put on tefillin, wear tzitzis, eat kosher, make brachos 

etc. They go through the whole entire daily routine and they seem 

like perfectly religious people. And there is only one thing lacking 

in their religious experience. G-d. They are religious but there is 

no G-d in their world. They don't daven to Hashem, they don't say 

brachos to Hashem, they don't experience Hashem, they don't 

speak to Hashem, and Hashem doesn't exist in their world, in 

their reality. And yet they are very religious, and sometimes even 

hyper-religious. It is a rather strange phenomenon that a person 

can be religious, and never experience or feel Hashem's presence, 

never converse with His Creator, never feel a Shabbos. 

This person is missing a crucial ingredient in his Yiddishkeit, 

because the Ramban writes that the focal point of all mitzvos is 

Yiras Shomayim. The central point of all the mitzvos, writes the 

Ramban, is that we should not be atheists. The mitzvos engrave 

in our hearts the belief in the Creator who took us out of 

Mitzrayim. We recite the Shema twice a day. The first possuk is a 

declaration that we believe in Hashem and accept Him as our 

king. The next part is a declaration of our love for Hashem. 

"Hashem! I love You with all my heart and soul. I'm ready to give 

up my life and all of my money, whatever is valuable to me for 

Your sake." A person makes brachos a hundred times a day. A 

person davens Shemone Esre talking to Hashem. A person kisses 

the mezuzah as he walks in or out of every entranceway. A person 

wears tzitzis to see them and remember the mitzvos. A person can 

do all that, and yet lack only one thing: G-d. 

This sad phenomenon indicates that there are people who are 

religious atheists. They practice what looks like Judaism, they do 

everything befitting a Torah observant Jew and the only thing 

lacking is G-d. 

What is funny (sadly) is that flap of cloth you wear on the top of 

your head. The gemara tells us to wear a head covering for yiras 

shomayim. It's called a yarmulke, which is an acronym for Yore 

Malka – fear of the King. One puts that on his head to signify that 

Hashem is above him and that Hashem is present wherever he is. 

And yet we find people who wear a yarmulke, and would never 

dream taking one step without a yarmulke, and never make the 

connection between that piece of cloth and Hashem's presence. 

That, I'm sorry to say, is an example of religious atheism. 

This is a rather frightening phenomenon. What should one do if 

he suspects himself of being a religious atheist? I'll give you a 

simple exercise. Tomorrow morning, before you get out of bed 

instead of saying modeh ani, say, "Good morning Hashem." (Don't 

be embarrassed, no one is going to hear you, except for one.) This 

is very appropriate to say in the morning. Good morning Hashem. 

I just want to thank you for returning my neshama to my body 

and allowing me to wake up this morning. Now that is what 

modeh ani means, but we have been saying it by rote for so long 

we have long forgotten its meaning. But when you say the words, 

"Thank you Hashem", when you have a religious experience 

called talking to your Creator, it makes a very real impression on 

you and changes your entire outlook to Yiddishkeit. 

A second practice is the next time you are about to do a mitzvah 

say this, "Hashem, I'm doing this because You told me to. I'm 

putting on these tefillin because You told me to. I'm putting on 

my talis because You told me to. I'm making a bracha because You 

told me to." Now this is really what many Chassidim do. Before 

they perform a mitzvah they recite the "Leshem Kudsha Brich 

Hu…" which is exactly this statement. But even for those pious 

Jews, if they don't pay attention to the words, it has long ago 

receded into mere lip service, some mnemonic ritual said by rote. 

But if you say it in English, in your mother tongue, it takes on a 

new vibrancy and you come to the amazing recognition that 

Hashem is present right here! Not thirteen billion light years away 

up in the Heavens. You don't have to scream, "Hashem can You 

hear me?" He is right here! 

There is a halacha right at the beginning of Shulchan Oruch that 

you are supposed to dress in tznius in the privacy of your home. 

Even if you are entirely alone, you cannot run around in your 

birthday suit. You are supposed to be tznius all the time. Why? 

Because Hashem is right here! And when you act that way, it 

makes an indelible impression upon you and you change your 

entire world outlook. When you understand that Hashem is here, 

right here, you come to a new level of avodas Hashem, a new way 

of thinking, and your Yiddishkeit is transformed from a dead 

atheistic routine by rote, into a vibrant, uplifting spiritual 

experience. You go from being a religious atheist, to a religious 

maamin, a true believing Jew. You have put G-d back into the 

religion, back into your life. You accomplish the purpose of all 

the mitzvos. 

Wishing everyone a Gut Yom Tov! 
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