
 

 

Shabbos Chol HaMoed Sukkos-Ushpizin d’Yoseph 5776-An installment in the series of adaptations 

From the Waters of the Shiloah: Plumbing the Depths of the Izhbitzer School 
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On the first day take for yourself a fruit of citron trees, an unopened leafy date-palm frond, myrtle-tree branches, and willows [that grow 

near] the riverbed, and you shall rejoice before HaShem your Elokim seven days.” 

— Vayikra 23:40 

Another interpretation [of the symbolism of the 4 species] … “and willows [that grow near] the riverbed” refer to Yoseph for just as the 

willow leaves wither before all the other species Yoseph died before his brothers. 

— Vayikra Rabbah 30:9-1 

 

Rabi Yochonon said “Aravah was founded by/ is the foundation of the prophets.” 

— Sukkah 44A 

 
Yoseph … cried out “Have everyone leave my presence” such that no one else was around when Yoseph made his true identity known to his 

brothers. 

— Bereishis 45:1 

 
Rabi Chama son of Chanina said “Yoseph behaved rashly. For if even one of his brothers had merely kicked him he would have perished on 

the spot.  Rabi Shmuel son of Nachman said “Yoseph behaved properly and prudently. He was aware of his brothers’ righteousness. He 

reasoned ‘my brothers are not to be suspected of blood-spilling [so why humiliate them by revealing my true identity publicly?].’” 

— Bereishis Rabbah 94:9 

 

Our sages attributed many layers of symbolism to the “four species” mitzvah unique to Sukkos. One of the lesser known of these 

is the Midrash and Pesikta d’Rav Kahana 28 that teaches that the esrog-citron; represents Avraham, the lulav-unopened (literally 

“bound-up”) palm frond; Yitzchok, the hadassim- myrtle-tree branches; Yaakov and the aravos-willows; Yoseph. For just as the 

willow leaves wither before all the other species Yoseph died before his brothers. 

 

Mortality is viewed in Jewish thought as more than the injury of machatz makkaso shel olam-the universal assault-wound. Mortality 

is, more significantly, the grievous insult of man diminished, as HaShem kivyachol-as it were; “placed His Palms upon man and 

diminished him.” As such early death that creates an even greater gap between mortality and immortality can be seen as 

particularly insulting. Moreover the mental image of a week-old aravah shriveled, drooping and turning black or moldy is not a 

pretty one. Rav Leibeleh Eiger finds this allegory for Yoseph unsettling as it seems to diminish Yosephs spiritual level vis a vis his 

brothers. To address this Rav Leibeleh offers new interpretations for both the role of the willow among the four species and for 

what “Yoseph died before his brothers” signifies. 

 

Two concepts from the Torahs mystical tradition have entered the mainstream of how Jews celebrate the Yom Tov of Sukkos; 

sefiros and ushpizin.  

 

Sefiros are loosely translated as 10 Divine emanations that permeate every level of existence. The last seven of the sefiros are 

collectively called middos-measures or characteristics.  In illustrated cabbalistic works the 10 sefiros are often represented either as 

a birds-eyes view of concentric circles, fountains of light, arranged so that the overflow of the highest, innermost fountain brims 

over to partially fill the sefirah below it; or overlaid over a human form with various sefiros corresponding to various anatomical 

components, right, left and center, that collectively make up a shiur komah-the human gestalt.  

 

Seven great Jews that had a formative influence on kedushas v’Toras Yisrael-the sanctity and Torah of the Nation of Israel; are 

considered to be embodiment of each of these final seven sefiros and all of them [i.e. their spirits] visit our sukkos-booths; as 

ushpizin-guests; during the holiday, with one of them in the lead on every successive night of the Yom Tov. The leader of the 

ushpizin for the sixth day of Sukkos (this year, Shabbos Chol HaMoed) is Yoseph haTzaddik-Joseph the righteous; who is the 

embodiment of the sefirah of yesod-foundation. 

 

Rav Leibeleh explains that the foundations of physical buildings are subterranean and unseen. Yet — as their name indicates —

the entire structure rests upon them. While quiet, buried and out-of-sight their “beneath-the-scenes” influence is total. A building 

resting on a weak or damaged foundation will ultimately collapse whereas strong and solid foundations often allow for new 

stories … vertical growth … of the building. 

Aravos of the Valley—Operating Beneath the Scenes 

 



 

The sefirah of yesod plays exactly the same role in metaphysics. In the shiur komah model this sefirah is identified with the 

reproductive apparatus, often called siyuma d’gufa-the end of the body; and the sanctity of yesod derives from the restraint and 

sublimation of a person’s libidinous and procreative drives. If an individual or a nation’s yesod is sound then a sturdy 

superstructure of the full gamut of kedushah-holiness; can be wholesomely built — secure in its own firmness and endurance. 

Through the superhuman tests of, and challenges to, his libidinous and procreative drives that Yoseph haTzaddik endured in his 

life he became the conduit and manifestation of the sefirah of yesod. 

 

Expanding on Chazals symbolism, Rav Leibeleh illustrates how the verbiage with which the Torah describes all of the four 

species, while botanic, correspond to various parts of a structure. The esrog is called a peri-fruit; the ultimate purpose of a tree is to 

produce the fruit, architecturally this would parallel e.g. the light room of a lighthouse. It is the objective of the entire structure; 

the reason for which the other parts were built.  Not coincidentally it is also the uppermost and most highly visible part of the 

structure. 

 

The lulav, called the kappos temarim, the “bound-up” date-palm frond; is leafy and that which is “bound-up” i.e. closed tightly 

about it, are its leaves. The leaves are of secondary importance to the actual fruits of a tree and sprout long before the blossom, 

buds and fruits develop. 

 

The hadasim while also endowed with leaves are described in the Torah as ahnaf- a branch of the myrtle.  The central trunk is the 

first branch of the tree to emerge from the ground. This branch appears prior to the emergence of the leaves and represents the 

third level. 

 

Finally, the aravos are called arvei nachal. Depending on context the word nachal can connote either a flowing river or brook or the 

valley often cut by same between mountain ranges after the waters have ceased flowing. Either way, while still a visible part of 

the earth’s surface a nachal is the lowest and least visible point of any topographical area. Yet it is precisely from the nachal that the 

branches, leaves and, ultimately, the fruits derive their sustenance and grow. A nachal, and in particular arvei nachal, are to botany 

what yesod is to architecture. This, avers Rav Leibeleh, is what our sages meant when they said “Aravah … is the foundation of the 

prophets.” Growing in the lowland valleys the aravah is identified with the nearly unseen place from which all else grows and 

upon which the entire structure rests. 

 

Rav Leibeleh teaches that the aravah imagery associated with Yoseph vis a vis his brothers does not at all refer to the chronology 

of their deaths. Instead, it refers to the dramatic moment when he dropped his Viceroy-of-Egypt mask and revealed himself to his 

brothers. Accordingly the two opinions voiced in the Midrash about the recklessness of emptying the room of bodyguards and 

witnesses are not really disputing one another. 

 

On an overt level it’s true that Yoseph was endangering himself. His brothers may have viewed him as a rodeph-a malicious 

“chaser” i.e. manhunter bent on vengeance and willing and able to commit homicide.  One may preemptively kill a rodeph in self-

defense. Yoseph was hedging his bets, he believed in his brothers’ teshuvah reformation and in their repenting of the jealousy and 

hatred that had formerly made them view him as a mortal enemy. But even if they were not changed men, he was ready willing 

and able to die before dishonoring them. In an act of supreme self-abnegation Yoseph, the yesod of the structure would allow 

himself to be buried underground, as foundations always are, to save is brothers from humiliation.  While the aravah wilts, 

shrivels and expires before the other species, the aravah of the valley is to botany what yesod is to architecture. 

 

When revealing who he truly was Yoseph “died before/ in the presence of his brothers.” He was not merely exposing the fact that 

he was their long-lost brother. Instead by showing his willingness to be dead and buried on their behalf he was making himself 

known to them. The shock of recognition on the part of the brothers was more than that of people seeing their missing sibling for 

the first time in decades. It was the epiphany of finally grasping that — far from being a threat to the rest of them — Yoseph was 

the subterranean foundation of holiness upon which their structure of sanctity rested and the fertile valley of kedushah from which 

the fruits of their own maasim tovim – righteous deeds; drew nourishment. Yoseph operated not only from behind a mask … but 

from beneath the scenes as well. 

 

~adapted from Toras Emes  

Shabbos Chol HaMoed Sukkos-Ushpiza d’Yoseph 5639 (1879A.C.E) 

 


