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The Sukkah: Why Size Matters
The Freehof Institute of Progressive Halakhah

Twelve-Minute Shiur #21

Mishnah Sukkah 1:1
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A sukkah that is taller than twenty cubits [about 31.5 feet or 9.6 meters] is defective. Rabbi
Yehudah rules that it is valid.

And if its height is less than ten handbreadths [about 90 centimeters or three feet]... it is
defective.

Bartenura
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“A sukkah that is taller than twenty cubits is defective,” because a sukkah must be a
temporary dwelling, as it is written (Deuteronomy 16:13): “You shall make (celebrate,
observe) the Sukkot festival for seven days” — the Torah instructs us: make (build) a
sukkah to last for seven days. Anything taller than twenty cubits would qualify as a
permanent dwelling.
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“Rabbi Yehudah rules that it is acceptable,” because he holds that a sukkah need not be a
temporary dwelling. The halakhah does not follow Rabbi Yehudah.
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“And if its height is less than ten handbreadths... it is defective,” because people don’t
live in such a foul dwelling place.
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Shulkan Arukh Orak Hayyim 634:1
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If the area of the sukkah is less than seven by seven [handbreadths], it is defective.

Mishnah B’rurah no. 1
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Seven by seven — that’s the area required to contain one’s head and most of one’s body
along with one handbreadth for a table.

Mishnah Sukkah 2:7
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If the sukkah is large enough to encompass one’s head and most of one’s body while one’s table
remains inside the house — Beit Shammai rules it defective, while Beit Hillel accepts it as valid.
The scholars of Beit Hillel said to the scholars of Beit Shammai: “Don’t you remember the case?
When the elders of Beit Shammai and the elders of Beit Hillel visited R. Yochanan b. Hahorani,
they found him sitting in a sukkah large enough to encompass his head and most of his body
while his table remained inside the house, yet they didn’t say anything to him!

The scholars of Beit Shammai replied: “You call that proof? They [the elders of both houses]
actually said to him: ‘If this is your practice, you have never fulfilled the mitzvah of sukkah.”

B. Sukkah 3a
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Beit Shammai reasons: the Rabbis imposed this requirement as a stringency, lest one be drawn
after one’s table. Beit Hillel reasons: no such stringency was imposed.
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B. Eruvin 13b
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Rabbi Abba said in the name of Shmuel: for three years the schools of Shammai and Hillel
disputed; each one claimed that the halakhah was in accord with their opinion.

A Heavenly voice issued forth: “Both (sets of opinions) are the words of the living God, and the
halakhah is in accord with Beit Hillel.”

But if both (sets of opinions) are the words of the living God, why did Beit Hillel merit that the
halakhah be established according to their view?

Because they were gentle and self-effacing, and because they taught the opinions of Beit
Shammai along with their own. Moreover, they would always teach the opinion of Beit Shammai
before stating their own, as the mishnah states... [M. Sukkah 2:7].

This comes to teach that when one humbles him/herself, the Holy One elevates that person.



