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Yom Kippur also consti tutes the 
beginning of the year, as seen from 
the Shofar-blowing per formed on 
the Yom Kippur, which in i t iates 
the beginning of the jubilee year. 
Following the seven days of Succot, 
Shemini Atzeret marks the day on 
which the agricultural year formally 
comes to a close.

S h e m i n i  A t ze r e t  i s  l i n ke d  t o 
Succot but never theless retains 
a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  i d e n t i t y.  T h e 
Rabbis (see Succah 48a) noted six 
ways in  wh ich Shemin i  Atzere t 
demonstrates i ts independence 
as an independent festival. Let us 
briefly mention each one. 

The first, ‘payis’ meaning ‘lottery’ 
refers to a separate lottery which 
was conducted on Shemini Atzeret 
to determine which Temple priest 
would offer the bull of the Musaf 
o f fe r i ng .  T he  second ,  ‘zeman’ 
literally meaning ‘time’, refers to the 
requirement on Shemini Atzeret to 
recite the blessing of ‘Shehechiyanu’ 
which shows Shemini Atzeret to be 
separate from Succot. The third, 
‘regel - pilgrim festival’ has various 
interpretations, of which we will 
mention just three. It may refer 
to the absence of a requirement 
to eat in the Succah, alternatively 
it may refer to Shemini Atzeret’s 

Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah 
conclude Succot and the festivals 
of Tishri. In Israel, these two festive 
occasions are celebrated on just 
one singular day. However, in the 
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s t i l l  feels connected to Succot , 
wh i ls t  S imchat  Torah moves us 
i n  i t s  ow n  d i r e c t i on ,  w i t h  i t s 
special celebration of the Torah. 
Fo r  me,  S imcha t  To r ah a lways 
br ings back childhood memor ies 
of apple-topped f lags, communal 
shul lunches and an atmosphere 
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heavy subl ime pathos that  had 
characterised Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur, the days of awe. 

I would like to look more closely 
at Shemini Atzeret and consider 
its unique character. If we turn to 
the Torah, we immediately notice 
that though mentioning Shemini 
Atzeret, the Torah omits to tell us 
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read simply that, ‘On the eighth day 
shall be a holy gathering to you…
and you shall do no servile work.’ 
(Vayikra 23:36) 

A clue regarding the nature of the 
Shemini Atzeret can however be 
found in the Torah’s descr ipt ion 

of the Musaf - additional offering 
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Musaf offering on Shemini Atzeret 
cons is t s  o f  j us t  one bu l l .  Th is 
characteristic is shared also by the 
Musaf offerings of Rosh Hashanah 
and Yom Kippur,  each o f  which 
also consists of a single bull. This 
number of bulls contrasts with the 
Musaf offerings of other festivals 
which all consist of several bulls. 
Indeed on Succot the number of 
bulls changes each day, decreasing 
in number from thir teen to seven.
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between Shemini Atzeret ,  Rosh 
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that connection?

These three special days actually 
share the characteristic of being, 
in their own ways, the culmination 
of one agr icultural year and the 
beginning of another. As mentioned 
i n  t h e  f i r s t  M i s h n a h  o f  Ro s h 
Hashanah, the Torah has var ious 
cycles which all start and finish on 
dif ferent days of the year. These 
three days are f i rmly rooted in 
the cycle of the agricultural year, 
commencing on Rosh Hashanah, in 
the month of Tishri, in the autumn. 

separate mention in the Amidah 
or alternatively that it is a festival 
day in its own right and sufficient 
to cancel a per iod of mourning. 
The for th d is t inc t ion, ‘korban - 
of fer ing’ refers to the separate 
Musaf o f fer ing ,  d i f fe rent  f rom 
those of  the preceding days o f 
Succot about which we have already 
mentioned. The fifth is ‘shir’ literally 
meaning ‘song’ and refers to the 
song of the Levites, which changed 
according to the day of the week 
or festival. Shemini Atzeret merits 
its own special Psalm, rather than 
following the pattern of Psalms sung 
in the Temple on Succot. The sixth, 

‘beracha - blessing’ is understood by 
Rashi to refer to the blessing recited 
by the king on the festivals. Tosafot 
prefers to see this as referring to 
the requirement to mention Shemini 
Atzeret in Bi rchat Hamazon, by 
adding ‘Ya’aleh Ve-yavo’.
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and Simchat Torah are on separate 
days, whilst in Israel these two days 
are combined and celebrated on 
one day. Indeed it would seem that 
rather than having been separate 
days, Simchat Torah was simply 
another name for Shemini Atzeret.

However, in the past this was not 
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Shemini Atzeret is linked to Succot but nevertheless 
retains an independent identity


