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ABSTRACT
Take-away message: Animals are creatures of habit, comfortable only in their
natural habitat. The sukkah teaches us that we are not just animals – not just
habitual creatures – for we can transcend our habits and routines.

What personal message can we teach our children about the sukkah
that will forever change how they see themselves?

A strange Talmudic teaching about the hypothetical building of a
sukkah on the back of a camel or using an elephant as one of its walls
highlights one of the most valuable lessons in life: exactly how humans
are different than animals. 

An animal is a creature of habit, of routine, of nature. Can such a 
creature be used to form a sukkah? The Talmud says, yes, just as long
as it is tethered properly.

But the deeper answer is that we are allowed to do this because, unlike
animals, we human beings have the ability to transform the animal
into the spiritual, the ordinary into the extraordinary – the natural
world into a supernatural sukkah!
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THE SUKKAH AND THE ZOO:
AN OFF THE WALL EXPERIENCE

1. A Curious Camel (Joke)
A mother camel and baby camel are talking one day when the baby
camel asks, “Mom why have I got these huge three-toed feet?”

The mother replies, “Well son, when we trek across the desert your
toes will help you to stay on top of the soft sand.”

“Okay,” said the baby camel. 

A few minutes later he asks, “Mom, why have I got these great long
eyelashes?” 

“They are your windshield wipers, there to keep the sand out of
your eyes on the trips through the desert.”

“Thanks Mom.” 

After a short while, he asks, “Mom, why have I got these great big
humps on my back?”

The mother, now a little impatient with her boy replies, “They are
there to help us store water for our long treks across the desert, so,
like a Prius, we can get amazing mileage and travel far without 
having to constantly fill up.”

“Wow, mom, that’s great! So we have huge feet to stop us sinking
in the sand of the desert, and long eyelashes to keep the sand of the
desert out of our eyes and these humps to store water as we trek
through the desert?” 

“You got it son!”

“Then, Mom, what are we doing in the San Diego Zoo?”
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2. The Odd Mitzvah of Sukkot
The same question can be asked about the odd mitzvah of Sukkot –
when we are commanded to leave our natural homes and environ-
ments, and dwell seven days in a portable hut.1 What are we doing here?
What are we doing inside this flimsy, precarious shack?

God created the universe in such a way that every creature is equipped
with the proper tools it needs to survive and thrive in this world. As the
camel has tripod feet, long lashes and humps … as the chameleon has
many suits … as the bird has wings – so does the human being have
certain tools with which to flourish.

Our tools are meant to help us deal with our environments. Just as a
camel needs humps, lashes and specific toes to survive in his natural
habitat – the desert – so, too, we need our mouths, eyes, minds, hearts,
intellects, to survive and thrive in our natural habitat – the civilized
world. And we need all of our features to make this world into a home
for the Divine.

As the camel anecdote deftly demonstrates, this desert creature requires
all its tools to cope with its environment, but when it is placed in a zoo
in Southern California, these special tools become completely unneces-
sary. In effect, an animal outside of its natural habitat loses its identity.

So the big question is why are we Jews commanded to leave our natural
homes and habitats and dwell for seven days in such a foreign place as
a sukkah? Isn’t it unnatural for us – and not fitting to our natural skills
and faculties – to live in an environment where we are not protected
from the elements and at odds with our natures and personalities?

3. The Significance of the Sukkah
Well, this seems to be precisely the significance of the sukkah.

Unlike animals who are creatures of habit, we humans are the complete
opposite. We have the power to transcend our very natures. And this is
what the sukkah is all about. 
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The sukkah demonstrates that when we are removed from our 
indigenous environments, our most unique features stand out and 
are revealed. 

How so?

Before I answer that, let me quote the source, which for some, curiously,
carries more weight than the Talmud – the New York Times (though the
Talmud precedes the Times by two thousand years).

4. Bless This Hut
In an article entitled, “Bless This Hut: The Rise of the Prefab Sukkah”
the New York Times opines:2

With the onset of Sukkot, an increasingly popular Jewish harvest
holiday that has lately emerged from the high, holy shadows of its
immediate precursors, Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, those new
to celebrating it will no doubt have questions.

You may be wondering, for example, if it’s permissible to build your
sukkah, the structure used during the week-long holiday for dining,
entertaining and sometimes sleeping, out of the carcass of a tethered
elephant. Or you may be hoping that you can set it up on the back
of a camel. In both cases, the Talmud tells us, the answer is yes – as
long as the sukkah has three walls (some scholars say two-and-a-
half) and stands taller than 10 spans and shorter than 20 ells.

Wow. You may be wondering: Do we really need the New York Times to
tell us something that any student of the Talmud knows? Yet, for some
reason, a quote from the Times gets people’s attention more than a 
citation from the Talmud. It seems to lend a deeper credibility. 
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5. Union (in a) Square (optional)
Another fascinating piece of news also captures the Sukkah effect.

Union Square, around 14th Street in Manhattan, acquired its name in
the 19th century, because its location was the union of two of the Island
of Manhattan’s main thoroughfares, Albany Post Road (now Broadway)
and Boston Road (now Fourth Avenue).

Union Square is an eclectic and unique place, hosting farmer’s markets,
demonstrations, and street performers. In 2010, a competition was held
in New York City, soliciting well-known architectural and design firms
form all over the world to create the most innovative and creative
Sukkahs. The twelve finalist Sukkahs were on public display in 
Manhattan for a period of time in September 2010 for anyone to exhibit
and experience. They called this public exhibit Sukkah City and the 
exhibit was held in Union Square.

Wittingly or not, it is quite appropriate that Sukkah City was held in
Union Square – after all, the Sukkah is (usually) a square and this square
is the embodiment of union, of unity, a place where all are welcome and
where all spiritual ‘thoroughfares’ come together as one. As the Talmud
says, “all Jews are worthy to dwell in one Sukkah.”3 Thus, the Sukkah is
the ultimate “Union Square.” 

(Interesting to note, one of the finalist Sukkahs was composed entirely
of one elongated thread, exemplifying the Sukkah’s message of union
and unity).

The Sukkah City project had some rules. Their website described them
beautifully. And I quote:

Biblical in origin, the sukkah is an ephemeral, elemental shelter,
erected for one week each fall, in which it is customary to share
meals, entertain, sleep, and rejoice.

Ostensibly the sukkah's religious function is to commemorate the
temporary structures that the Israelites dwelled in during their 
exodus from Egypt, but it is also about universal ideas of transience
and permanence as expressed in architecture. The sukkah is a means
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of ceremonially practicing homelessness, while at the same time 
remaining deeply rooted. It calls on us to acknowledge the changing
of the seasons, to reconnect with an agricultural past, and to take a
moment to dwell on – and dwell in – impermanence.

Historically, the sukkah's permanent recurrence is not as a 
monument, archetype, or typology, but as a set of precise 
parameters. The basic constraints seem simple: the structure must
be temporary, have at least two and a half walls, be big enough to
contain a table, and have a roof made of shade-providing organic
materials through which one can see the stars. Yet a deep dialogue
of historical texts intricately refines and interprets these constraints
– arguing, for example, for a 27 x 27 x 38-inch minimum volume; for
a maximum height of 30 feet; for walls that cannot sway more than
one handbreadth; for a mineral and botanical menagerie of construc-
tion materials; and even, in one famous instance, whether it is kosher
to adaptively reuse a recently deceased elephant as a wall. (It is.) The
paradoxical effect of these constraints is to produce a building that
is at once new and old, timely and timeless, mobile and stable, open
and enclosed, homey and uncanny, comfortable and critical.

Interesting – and as contemporary a description of the Sukkah as any.

6. Camel and Elephant
But you may have noticed an odd reference in this article [as well as in
the Union Square Sukkah account]. Shall I repeat it?

You may be wondering, for example, if it’s permissible to build your
sukkah…out of the carcass of a tethered elephant. Or you may be hoping
that you can set it up on the back of a camel. In both cases, the Talmud tells
us, the answer is yes.

Huh? Is this a joke? What is going on here? Have we all completely lost
our minds? Is the circus in town? Or, more aptly, the zoo?

And, lest you think the New York Times made this up, here is the exact
quote from the Talmud:
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A sukkah on top of an animal, R. Meir qualifies it and R. Yehudah
disqualifies it… If you used an animal for a wall, R. Meir disqualifies it

and R. Yehudah qualifies it.4

What precedes this citation is a question whether one may build a
sukkah upon a camel. (The answer is yes.) And later, the Talmud 
engages in a debate of whether one may use an animal as a sukkah wall.
(Apparently if it’s an elephant, which is big enough to use as a wall, it’s
doable.) The Talmud also goes on to say that the problem with using an
animal as a wall is that the animal may run away (or pass away), thus
leaving the sukkah one wall short.

7. Weird Stuff
This is weird stuff.

I mean, why would anyone consider building a sukkah using an 
elephant or a camel?! And even if there was a remote possibility of
someone who may have such a weird leaning, why would the Talmud
document such an anomaly?! What, in the name of all good people
everywhere, does the sublime sukkah have to do with elephants and
camels?

Is this merely a technical question (whether one may use an animal as
part of a sukkah’s construction)? Or is the Talmud trying to teach us
some deeper truth about the nature of the sukkah?

As you may have guessed, it is the latter – the Talmud is trying to teach
us a deeper truth about the nature of the sukkah, about the nature of a
human being vs. the nature of an animal, and about the natural habitat
of each. 
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8. Trip to the Zoo (Joke)
A man is walking down the street one day with an angry elephant
and a crying camel. A friend of his happens to be walking by and he
gets very upset when he sees the crying camel and the angry 
elephant walking in the public street, out of their natural habitat. He
yells, “Why don’t you take those poor animals to the zoo?”

The man thinks for a moment and says, “You know what, that’s a
great idea!” And he sets off in the direction of the zoo with the angry
elephant and the crying camel in tow.

A few hours later, the friend is once again walking down the street
and can’t believe his eyes. He sees that same meshuganeh with the
camel and the elephant, only now they’re all dancing, laughing and
happy.

He says: “What is wrong with you? I told you to take those poor 
animals to the zoo!”

The man looks at him like he’s crazy, and says: “What do you mean?
I took them to the zoo. We had such a good time that now we are
going for ice cream!”

Humor can convey a very deep truth. Animals are meant to be in their
natural environment, which is the wild. Today, with zoos and safaris,
we have created synthetic habitats for animals, which some people think
is great and others think is cruel.

We are not here to debate the pros and cons of such things, but we can
learn a lot about ourselves by examining the true meaning of a natural
habitat and what happens when one is removed from one’s natural 
environment and made to behave in unnatural ways.

9. Rambam Story
A well-know story about the Rambam, Maimonides, captures this point:

A group of wise men approached him and told him that they could
change the nature of a cat, training it to be as gracious and polite and
as giving as a human being. Indeed, they proposed training a cat 
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to fill the function of a butler. The Rambam argued that it was 
impossible to change the nature of a cat.

The group of wise men set about for weeks and weeks to train a cat.
They trained it to walk on its hind legs. They further trained the cat
to hold a little cup and serve people. They dressed the cat up in a 
little suit. It looked and acted just like a butler. They invited the 
Rambam to show him their accomplishment – to prove to him that
it is possible to train an animal to be just like a human being.

The cat greeted the Rambam and guided him to his seat. When the
Rambam sat down he removed a box from his pocket. In the box was
a little mouse. He dropped the mouse on the floor. The cat suddenly
forgot that it was a butler and scampered after the mouse. The 
Rambam turned to the wise men and said, “A cat is a cat and will
always be a cat.”

An animal is what it is. A dog barks because it barks. A camel has
humps because a camel has humps; an elephant is big, wrinkled and
gray because an elephant is big, wrinkled and gray. Which brings to
mind this piece of philosophical wisdom:

Why is an elephant big, wrinkled and gray? Because if it were small,
smooth, and white it would be an aspirin.

There is nothing you can do to change an animal’s nature. And if you
take the animal out of its natural habitat, it is considered cruel, 
inhumane, even unholy.

Ah, but what about a human being? What happens when you take
human beings out of their natural habitat and place them in a new 
environment?

10. A Surface Resemblance
On some surface level, we human beings resemble animals. 

We are constructed according to the same biological formula as animals.
We are driven by the same primitive needs: food, drink, sleep, shelter.
Thus, like all animals on earth, we build physical structures where we
can do all of the above in peace. And these structures become our 
natural habitats.
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And, as the word habitat insinuates, this leads us to habitual routines
and make us creatures of habit. We do what we are comfortable doing,
not unlike all other creatures with whom we share this planet.

And, indeed, many secular scientists see the human being as nothing
more than an evolved beast, defined by and destined to follow its 
natural routines, as unable to change its habits as a leopard its spots.

Enter Sukkot. The mitzvah to dwell in a sukkah declares that we 
humans are different than all creatures on the planet. We were created
in the divine image, and as such have the power to transcend our nature
and our habits. We were charged to perform a mitzvah, which means
to take a routine act – a habit – and transform it into something novel,
unique and divine.

And so we build a sukkah and dwell in it for seven days with the 
following objectives in mind:

• To remind ourselves of the Clouds of Glory, which protected us
in the desert following our exodus from slavery in Egypt.

• To remind ourselves that the physical structures we build are not
what gives permanence to our lives – rather it is our spiritual 
unity, which is represented by the sukkah’s all-encompassing 
environment, where camaraderie trumps exclusion, where all are
welcome. 

• To remove ourselves from our natural habitats and habits 
and experience a dimension that demands we transcend our normal
routines.

In other words: The sukkah is here to help us transcend our animalistic
tendencies, of comfort, routine and habit.

11. A Sukkah Made of an Animal
We can now understand the reason for the Talmudic debate about
building a sukkah using an animal:
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Since a sukkah is about transcending our animal natures, the obvious
question arises: “May I create such a spiritual, holistic, transcendent 
environment out of a habitual animal, which is bound by its nature –
something completely contrary to the whole purpose of the sukkah in
the first place?”

Animals are all about nature.5 They do what comes natural to them. But
the whole point of a sukkah is to transcend nature, to build an oasis that
is beyond our normal home environment, to change the routine by 
moving out of our comfort zones.

The purpose of the sukkah is to retrain our instincts, to recondition our
condition. And, unlike animals, we human beings can do exactly that.
Hence the question: Can we use an animal, the very epitome of habitual
action, upon which or with which to build this structure?

12. The Will of the Wall
Moreover: An impulsive animal following its own instincts may run
away and thus cannot be relied upon to remain steady and hold up the
sukkah, unlike walls made out of vegetation or other inanimate 
materials, which have no will of their own. So the question is whether
a holy sukkah, which needs to remain steadfast, can be built on top of,
or with, an unpredictable animal. 

Some might argue that what the foundation or walls are made of is not
so important. It is the roof (the schach), which must be made of foliage,
that matters most. Indeed, the mitzvah of the Sukkah is to sit under the
schach supported by at least two-and-half walls. The walls can be made
of stone, glass, wood, cloth etc. – doesn’t really matter what as long as
they are stable. 

So herein lies the question: Can the supporting walls be formed of 
something that has an “opinion” of its own? Animals have strong 
opinions; they do as their nature pleases. And no healthy animal would
ever stand for seven days, still as a wall. And Talmud thus debates
whether an animal can be depended upon for seven days in a row. 
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After much back and forth – because it is not a simple question – the 
answer is yes! Yes, you can build a Sukkah on top of a camel, and yes,
you can use an elephant – alive or dead – as a wall for the sukkah. Just
tether it properly.

13. Transforming the Animal
But really the Talmud is not talking so much about the actual animal as
it is about the animal within us humans. We are not just charged with
transcending our animal natures, but with elevating and transforming
them. We are meant to tether and harness our habits and routines, even
our biological ones, and channel them toward a divine purpose.

We each possess a divine side and an animal side. And we are meant to
tame the animal and use it for the divine.

Spiritually, personally, and relevantly speaking, the real question is:
“May I use my animal side, my biological elements, which may have
opinions of their own, to build a sukkah?” The risk being that my animal
side may run away or decompose altogether!

Says the Talmud: The whole mitzvah of Sukkot is about transcending
the habitual and the animal, and creating union. So, if one takes kosher
schach and sits beneath it, and tethers his or her animal to this unifying
structure, then yes, one is performing the mitzvah of Sukkot in a kosher
and qualified way.

14. An Exercise
As you sit in your cozy sukkah and celebrate together with your 
families, try this exercise: 

Look around at the walls and the roof of the Sukkah and ask family
members and guests to do the same. To intensify – and add spice to the
imagery – ask them to imagine a camel beneath the sukkah and an 
elephant as one of its own walls… (You can ask your children to offer
other examples of animals that could be used to support the sukkah.)
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Then pose this question to all those present: 

“Why did we move out of the comfort of our warm, secure and
splendid or luxurious homes, to sit in this modest and simple
sukkah, where we are more vulnerable to the weather and the 
elements?” 

And then share with all assembled this simple but profound truth – a
truth beyond all truths, one that can actually forever change the way
your children will look at themselves: 

“We sit in the sukkah for seven days to teach us that we have the
unique and awesome power, unique only to us humans, to 
transcend our very natures, our comfort zones, and become 
something more than human – to become divine.

“Indeed, it is only by our moving out of our homes into a foreign
environment that we can demonstrate what we are truly capable of.
It is only in the sukkah that are our most powerful and special 
qualities are revealed.

“Moreover, we dwell in the sukkah not just with our souls. We sit
in the sukkah with our bodies and animal souls. We eat and drink
and do everything physical we would do in our homes. We do this
because the sukkah empowers us to harness the “animal” – the
camel, elephant or any other creature – within us and direct it to the
greater good.”

Yes, my friends, we can use the sukkah to teach ourselves and our 
children, and anyone else in our sphere of influence, some memorable
and eternal lessons, which when shared from the heart, can and will
leave an indelible mark that will transform lives.

Unlike animals, we human beings have the ability to transform the 
animal into the spiritual, the ordinary into the extraordinary – the world
into a sukkah!

Let us use this Sukkot as an opportunity to identify the true nature of
our lives and actualize our greatest potential. Amen.

Chag Sameach!
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