
Shabbat Sukkot 5782- Why Kohelet? 
Observe the divine irony of implanting in man a drive which he can never satisfy. -H.L. Ginsberg 

 
Traditionally ascribed to Solomon “a king descended from David” [Eccl.1.1 & 1.12] 
Written ca. Third century B.C.E 

 
Ecclesiastes 1:2 
 

Utter futility! – said Koheleth- Utter futility!  
All is futile! 

ל   ים ַהֹכֵ֥ ל ֲהָבִלִ֖ ֵ֥ ֶלת ֲהב  ר ֹקֶהֶ֔ ל ֲהָבִלי֙ם ָאַמַ֣ ֵ֤ ֲהב 

ֶבל׃  ָהָֽ
  

RASHI ….Kohelet cries out and says that everything created during the seven days of 
creation is futile. 
 

ALSHICH…Open your eyes and perceive! What profit or perfection can man expect to 
achieve by tiling in mundane and material maters on earth beneath the heavens. Better 
to strive to serve his Creator and immerse himself in His Torah which is loftier than the 
heavens. Only through the Torah and its mitzvoth can one acquire eternal spiritual 
perfection. 
 

RAMBAN …this is not a superlative noun ‘futility of futilities’ but rather an imperative: 
hey-vel make futile, i.e. abhor ha-valim, all futilities. Whatever is utterly futile in this world 
should be abhorred i.e. do not attempt to attach undue importance to this temporal 
world; all is futile. 

Alternative interpretation by Rabbi Rami Shapiro: 

Emptiness! Emptiness upon emptiness!  
the world is fleeting of form, 
Empty of permanence, 
Void of surety, 
Without certainty. 
Like a breath breathed once and gone, 
All things rise and fall. 
Understand emptiness, and tranquility replaces anxiety. 
Understand emptiness, and compassion replaces jealousy. 
Understand emptiness and you will cease to excuse suffering and begin to alleviate it. 

(The Way of Solomon, p.14) 

 

R'RAMI SHAPIRO…Ecclesiastes is a brilliant paring away of our illusions about life in order 

to free our energies and focus our attention on those things that will bring tranquility and 

hope into our lives….we long for a self that is unchanging- the idea that such a self is an 

illusion leaves us anxious and agitated….[Life is havel havalim not vain and futile as most 



translators put it, but empty of separate and permanent selves and open to constant 

change and surprise….the world is in a constant state of flux, everything changes, nothing 

stays the same…. [And] if there is no past to replicate or future to anticipate then there is 

only this present moment and our embracing of it. And in this very moment there is the 

potential for clarity of insight and quite joy that can be found nowhere else…. Immorality 

is an illusion. Memory fades. Doing something great and doing something small are equal 

in the eyes of eternity. What matters is not our legacy but our capacity to enjoy and honor 

life here and now. And that capacity is the gift that comes to us with insight into true 

emptiness.…(The Way of Solomon) 

 
R’ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL…“The world presents itself in two ways to me. The world 
as a thing I own, the world as a mystery I face. What I own is a trifle, what I face is sublime. 
I am careful not to waste what I own; I must learn not to miss what I face. We manipulate 
what is available on the surface of the world; we must also stand in awe before the 
mystery of the world… Faith is attachment…to the meaning beyond the mystery.” (Who 
is Man?, pp 88-89) 
 
RASHBAM….”You shall dwell in booths…” Lest you should say in your hearts, “My power 
and the might of my right hand has gotten me this wealth.” (Deut. 8:17) It is the practice 
to go out and live in booths in recognition of those who have no inheritance and no house 
to dwell in. For this reason did the Holy One fix Sukkot at the time of the great harvest 
and ingathering of corn and wine, that people should not be guilty of pride in their well-
stocked homes and abundant lives…. [Rabbi Samuel ben Meir, 11th-12th Century, France] 
 

 
Torah Reading for Shabbat Chol HaMoed Sukkot- Exodus 34:21-24 

 

21Six days you shall work, but on the seventh day you shall cease from labor; you shall cease from 
labor even at plowing time and harvest time. 22You shall observe the Feast of Weeks, of the first 
fruits of the wheat harvest; and the Feast of Ingathering at the turn of the year. 23Three times a 
year all your males shall appear before the Sovereign LORD, the God of Israel. 24I will drive out 
nations from your path and enlarge your territory; no one will covet your land when you go up 
to appear before the LORD your God three times a year. 


