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One is never quite sure what to call the last 
two days of the High Holiday season. Do 
we refer to this eighth (and outside Israel 

ninth) day of hag by its biblical name, Shemini 
Atzeret, by its more historically recent name, 
Simhat Torah, or simply subsume it under Sukkot 
as a whole and term it the second days of yom tov? 
It seems that in hutz l’aretz we’ve tried to escape 
this conflict in nomenclature by calling the eighth 
day Shemini Atzeret and the ninth Simhat Torah. 
But even in divvying up names, it remains unclear 
how these days of yom tov relate to the whole of 
Sukkot, the High Holidays, or the Jewish calendar 
at large.

Looking at the biblical verses surrounding the 
holiday only serves to exacerbate this question: 

ר  ל לֵאמֹ֑ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ר אֶל־בְּנֵ֥ ר׃ דַּבֵּ֛ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר ה’ אֶל־משֶֹׁ֥ וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ג הַסֻּכּ֛ותֹ  ה חַ֧ דֶשׁ הַשְּׁבִיעִי֙ הַזֶּ֔ ר י֗וםֹ לַחֹ֤ ה עָשָׂ֜ בַּחֲמִשָּׁ֨

דֶשׁ כָּל־ ים לַה’׃ בַּיּ֥וםֹ הָרִאשׁ֖וןֹ מִקְרָא־קֹ֑ ת יָמִ֖ שִׁבְעַ֥
ה  יבוּ אִשֶּׁ֖ ים תַּקְרִ֥ ת יָמִ֔ ה לֹ֥א תַעֲשֽׂוּ׃ שִׁבְעַ֣ אכֶת עֲבדָֹ֖ מְלֶ֥
ם  ם וְהִקְרַבְתֶּ֨ לַה’ בַּיּ֣וםֹ הַשְּׁמִינִ֡י מִקְרָא־קדֶֹשׁ֩ יִהְיֶ֨ה לָכֶ֜

ה לֹ֥א תַעֲשֽׂוּ׃2 אכֶת עֲבדָֹ֖ וא כָּל־מְלֶ֥ רֶת הִ֔ ה’ עֲצֶ֣ ה לַֽ אִשֶּׁ֤

G-d spoke to Moses, saying: Say to the children of 
Israel: On the fifteenth day of this seventh month 
is the festival of Sukkot [to last] seven days. The 
first day shall be a sacred occasion: you shall 
not work at your occupations; seven days you 
shall bring offerings by fire to the Lord. On the 
eighth day you shall observe a sacred occasion 
and bring an offering by fire to the Lord; it is 
a solemn gathering: you shall not work at your 

occupations.

Leviticus 23, where all the Jewish holidays 
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are listed, uses the verse “ר ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר ה’ אֶל־משֶֹׁ֥  to ”וַיְדַבֵּ֥
introduce each holiday. Sukkot is described as a 
seven-day holiday, the first of which is observed 
by refraining from work. The verses continue to 
state that sacrifices will be offered all seven days, 
and then, without signaling the introduction of a 
new holiday, mention an eighth day, during which 
the people will also refrain from work and offer a 
sacrifice. 

Structurally, this eighth day of yom tov both 
is and is not its own holiday. Sukkot is defined as a 
seven-day holiday, which means it cannot extend 
into this eighth day. But at the same time, this 
holiday is not introduced as a separate entry in the 
catalogue of Leviticus 23, and being marked as an 
eighth means it is inherently tied to the seven days 
that precede it. 

To complicate matters further, this eighth 
day seems to be lacking in any attributes. It has 
no special rituals and is not explicitly linked to 
the agricultural cycle, as is the case for the other 
holidays. We have taken to calling the day Shemini 
Atzeret, but in the verse itself, the word “רֶת  ”עֲצֶ֣
appears as an adjective describing the holiday, 
rather than a name. It connotes the sense of this 
day somehow halting, ending, or culminating that 
which came before. But even still, this seems to be 
a derivative status rather than an essential quality 
of the day. 

What culmination could this day be referring 
to? Is it simply an additional day of celebration 
tacked on to Sukkot? Is it an ending to the holiday 
season of Tishrei? Might it be a reference to the 
end of the agricultural cycle, which does in fact 
occur in autumn? Or could it even be the last of the 
holidays on the biblical calendar, which begins not 
with Rosh Hashanah, but with Pesah in Nissan? 

Choosing to answer this question by taking 
the agricultural route, Rav Amnon Bazak of 
Yeshivat Har Etzion offers an explanation for 
the name Shemini Atzeret, which also helps us 
understand why it has become known by the name 
Simhat Torah:



As opposed to “Biblical Jews,” for whom 
agriculture stood at the center of existence, 
“post-Temple Jews” concentrate their religious 
life in the proverbial “four cubits of halakha.” 
Therefore, the agricultural calendar was replaced 
by the “Torah calendar.” In this system, the 
festival of the first harvest (Shavuot), which 
commemorated the first opportunity to benefit 
from one’s produce, was transformed into the 
holiday of Matan Torah, the first step in the 
nation’s acceptance of the Torah. Shemini 
Atzeret, which, for the agrarian society, was 
celebrated as the end of the year, evolved into 
the celebration of the completion of the Torah 

reading, Simhat Torah.3

Rav Bazak notes that when we were living as 
an agricultural people with a Temple in Jerusalem, 
holidays such as Shavuot and Shemini Atzeret 
were inherently bound up with our land. The 
destruction of the the Beit HaMikdash and the 
ensuing diaspora prompted the rabbis to imbue 
the holidays with a new dimension of meaning, 
rooted not in the cycle of land, but in the cycle of 
Torah. In place of celebrating our harvest of the 
final crops of the year, we celebrate our completion 
of the Torah by reading VeZot HaBerakha, and 
immediately initiate our reading of Bereishith. 

When thought of in this way, Shemini Atzeret 
is less about endings than it is about recognizing 
cycles as the natural rhythm of human life. 
Rather than marking an end point, Atzeret is 
an opportunity to create a liminal space, a place 
where we can pause for a moment and reflect on 
all that has passed, and all that is about to happen. 
It is a moment that allows us to experience the 
inevitable sadness that accompanies all endings, 
while simultaneously building our excitement for 
the future. 

This may also help us make sense of the 
ambiguity of Shemini Atzeret’s status as a holiday. 
Our inability to mark the difference between the 
first seven days of Sukkot and the eighth day of 
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yom tov speaks to the challenge in marking out 
where one cycle ends and the other begins. The 
absence of specific ritual features enables the day 
to become a celebration of an entire cycle, rather 
than one specific moment. 

We physically enact this cyclicality in a 
remarkable way on Simhat Torah. We dance in 
endless circles with our sifrei Torah, pouring out 
our love through songs that repeat the same verse 
over and over again. The more we move in circles, 
the more we affirm our devotion to that which is 
at its epicenter – the Torah. 

The inevitable sense of loss we feel at the 
end of any cycle describes the sadness we felt this 
past August, upon Dr. Sharon Weiss-Greenberg’s 
departure from JOFA. JOFA saw tremendous 
growth during Dr. Weiss-Greenberg’s tenure as 
Executive Director, from expanding our reach 
across the United States and forging relationships 
with international communities, to building a 
powerful, content-driven social media presence. 

Dr. Weiss-Greenberg understood JOFA’s 
responsibility as a Jewish feminist organization 
to be about more than innovating religious 
opportunities for women in Orthodoxy. Under her 
leadership, JOFA began addressing issues of sexual 
assault in the Jewish community, representations 
of women in Jewish media, reshaping communal 
expectations around dating and marriage, 
and pioneering conversations around Jewish 
reproductive rights and fertility issues. 

Dr. Weiss-Greenberg fought tirelessly for 
the cause of Jewish feminism, and we know she 
will take her strength and courage to continue 
reshaping the Jewish community with her to 
Israel, where she now lives with her family. Just as 
Shemini Atzeret signals to us both the end of one 
cycle and the beginning of another, we express a 
deep hakarat haTov to Sharon for all she has done 
for JOFA, while wishing her much hatzlaha in her 
next endeavors. 
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