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Perceptions of Shabbat – I 
Shabbat In Kabbalistic Thought

Rabbi Eliyahu Yaakov

 
(Excerpt from “The Trees In The Forest: Jewish Living In The Context Of Kabbalah”) 
 
The story of Shabbat begins with the creation of the world. Most people look at creation of the world as a positive thing – before there was nothing, now there is something.  However we are going to demonstrate that, kabbalistically, this is not all that clear.

 

INFINITE IMPLICATIONS

There are two words used for creation in the Torah – yotzer and barrah.

 

Being that the Torah is a document given over by the Infinite God, each word is exact and applicable in some way at all times, and nothing is by coincidence.  This leads us to ask the obvious question: What is difference between these two words for creation?  If there are two different words for creation, it must be that they come to teach or imply two different ideas.

 

TWO MODES OF CREATION

Imagine I was to shine a flashlight onto the floor – I would have created a spot of light on the floor.  This is positive creation – something from something.  This is one kind of creation.

 

Now, if I were to put my hand between the flashlight and the floor, I would create a shadow.  However, this mode of creation is very different than the creation of the spot of light.  The creation of the shadow is not caused by me putting forth something that was not there previously.  Rather, the shadow is created by me holding back the light that was already there.  This is negative creation – creation by negation.  This creation by default can be referred to as something from nothing – the shadow results due to the lack of light caused by hand blocking the flashlight.   

 

In the Jewish sources, positive creation is referred to as yotzer, and the negative creation is referred to as barrah.

 

THE WORLD’S CREATION

According to the Torah, the world’s creation was a barrah creation – a negative creation.  In a sense, there was “light” – i.e. clarity that God is all there is – and our world’s creation makes God-perception blurry – it is darkness.  

 
One of the paradigms of kabbalistic thinking is that everything in our physical world is a parallel to a spiritual reality.  That is to say, what we see and experience in our physical lives is a physical manifestation and projection of a deeper spiritual reality.  In fact, the word KaBbaLaH itself shares its Hebrew root with word for parallel, MaKBEeL, indicating the connection. 

 

That is to say, just as light illuminates resulting in one’s ability to see, the spiritual concept of light is spiritual illumination resulting in one’s ability to see spiritually.  Before the world’s inception all was illuminated – it was clear that the Infinite God is all there is.  With the creation of the world, we now have a perception of an “other” – of something other than God – and now it is unclear whether there is God, what my purpose is, etc.  With the creation of the world comes a spiritual state of darkness.

 

MONOTHEISM IN MULTIPLICITY

This is what the first verse of the Torah is hinting to when it refers to God as Elohim, also meaning powers.  Being that the word Elohim is in plural, it makes for a very strange name for God within monotheistic Judaism.  However, upon further study it becomes clear that the name Elohim connotes God as the Power behind the multiple powers of the physical universe.  Therefore, the Name Elohim is used when we perceive God within the multiplicity of our natural physical world.

 

Just as I have different names, i.e. father, son, brother, friend, teacher, etc. – each applicable based on the angle by which the other person perceives and relates to me – with the creation of the natural world, the Name (i.e. perception) of God, Elohim, was created.  This is hinted to by the fact that the word Elohim itself and the Hebrew word meaning the natural world, hateva, have the same numerical value.

 

THE HOLY LANGUAGE

Further, we find that the method by which God created the world was through speech – i.e. “God said, ‘Let there be light’; And there was light” (Gen 1:3).  We see that the move from the clarity of one God to this world of multiplicity is done by way of the Hebrew letters – that the Hebrew letters are the building blocks of the physical world.  This is also hinted to in the first verse of the Torah where a literal read of the Hebrew indicates that the first creation was “et” – “Aleph Tav” – the Hebrew language from aleph to tav, the first letter to the last letter.

 

If we were to look at a table through a microscope, we would see a bunch of atoms flying around very fast.  We would discover that the table is, in fact, mostly empty space with the amount of matter actually present being capable of fitting under one my fingernails.  That is to say, while the atoms are microscopic, they somehow manifest themselves in the physical world as solids, liquids and gasses, and it is for this reason that I can not put my hand through the table despite the fact that it is by and large vacant space.

 

As the table is a manifestation of its physical atomic root, ultimately there is an even deeper root that what can be perceived in a microscope, the Hebrew letters.  Meaning, if I was to look at that table through a spiritual microscope, I would find the Hebrew letters, shin, lamed, chet, nun – the letters that make up the Hebrew word for table, shulchan.  

 
For this reason, Biblical Hebrew is called the Holy Language.  It is the language of creation and gets to the spiritual root of each item in our physical world.  It is similar to looking at microfilm through a projector.  While the projection looks big and impressive, it would not exist were the microfilm to be removed.  In the end, while the projection is physically more impressive, it has virtually no existence when compared to the microfilm – this is the relationship of the physical world to its spiritual core, the Hebrew letters spoken by God.

 

According to Kabbalah, this concept – that the spiritual word of God is actually the thing itself in its deepest sense – applies to all things.  This is why the Hebrew names of all things describe their essence – because the speech actually is the thing and the thing is a manifestation of the speech: A dog in Hebrew is called a kelev, which can also be pronounced k’lev, meaning like the heart, i.e. man’s best friend.  The most physical and brute animal, the donkey, whose lot is to simply carry a physical burden on its back, is a chamor in Hebrew, which is closely related to the Hebrew word chomer, meaning matter or physicality.  In this manner, all in our physical reality is a manifestation of its deeper spiritual root.

 

THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF CREATION

Expanding on this theme, Kabbalah explains that each letter has three ways it can be understood – its shape, its numerical value, what the letter is called.

 

With this understanding in mind, we can explain a mystical teaching that the World to Come is a projection of the letter yud and the This World is a projection of the letter hay.

 

The letter yud is the smallest of all the letters and can be likened to a mere dot, therefore it expresses spirituality – existence beyond the realm of physicality i.e. the World to Come – since, when written, it appears on the page but it is not drawn out to contain physical properties.

 

The letter, hay, however, has two aspects to it.  It is made up of the letter dalet, with the letter yud inside of it.  The letter dalet represents the physical since it is made up of two lines – one horizontal and one vertical pointing to the four directions of the world.  Additionally, the numerical value of the dalet is the number four, corresponding to the directions in our space-oriented world.  The letter yud, as we have mentioned, represents the spiritual – existence beyond the physical realm.  The letter hay, therefore, expresses a revealed physical world with with a spiritual component hidden within as its source.

 

If we can get to the yud from within the hay – access spiritual clarity within the physical – we actualize the ultimate in light, clarity, and ourselves, as we will explain.

 
THE LIGHT OF GOD

This is all seen in the word for light in Hebrew – ohr.  The word ohr is spelled with three Hebrew letters – aleph, vav, reish.  Aleph is the first letter of the alphabet and, having the numerical value of one, hints to the One God.  Vav in the Hebrew language is used to connect sentence fragments into one longer sentence (similar to the English words ‘and’ and ‘or’). Reish means head in Rabbinic literature.  So, if we put this all together, we find that light in a deeper sense means: ‘God connected to one’s head’.  In other words, to live in light and be able to see clearly means to live a life of God-consciousness.

 

LIGHT UNTO THE NATIONS

The mission statement of the Jewish people is to be a Light Unto The Nations – that is to say the Jewish mission is to bring clarity of God, purpose, and self – to those who do not have it otherwise.

 

If we contrast this with Greece, for example, we find that their purpose – from a spiritual perspective –was for the increased emphasis on the physical and the natural.  Whereas the Jewish mission is to see the spiritual even in the physical, we can say that the Greek ideal was the opposite – to see the physical in all – even where spiritual is making itself apparent.  

 

If the Jewish people are to be a Light Unto The Nations, I think we can say that Greek culture has played the role of Darkness Unto the Nations.  After all, the ideal they are pushing is the decrease of clarity of the Infinite.  Indeed, it is humorous to note that Western historians refer to the renaissance based on Greek ideals as the Enlightenment.  Jewishly, when someone sees darkness and calls it light, we would say this is the greatest endarkenment there can be.

 

Interestingly, we find that the word for Greece in Hebrew, yavan, is made up of Hebrew letters that appear as lines going downward, as if to demonstrate that Greece is bringing spiritual clarity down to complete engrossment in the physical.  In contrast, the word for Jew, yehudi, comes from the Hebrew word for Judah, Yehuda.  Yehuda is made up of the four letter of the name of God, Y-H-V-H, plus the letter dalet, hinting to the idea that the Jew is all about bringing God to those who are spiritually poor i.e. those who lack the awareness and clarity of the Infinite and life’s purpose.

 
SHABBAT IN KABBALAH

So, we return to the question of whether the creation of the world is good or evil.

 

So far, the world seems dark, purposeless, and lacking in clarity.

 

However, the Jewish approach to the darkness and lack of clarity of our world is that it makes for the best backdrop and contrast to a greater revelation of light – i.e. a greater manifestation of the clarity of the world.

 

This is what we are attempting to achieve with Shabbat.

 

Shabbat is from the Hebrew word shuv, meaning to return.  The Shabbat ideal is to return to the God-clarity of Pre-Creation.  But, the truth is, if we can pull off the God-clarity of Pre-Creation even in this world of non-clarity and multiplicity, this will be an even greater manifestation of God-clarity than the original God-clarity of Pre-Creation.

 

After all, if an angel does the right thing, while we may refer to that as goodness, it is not the truest manifestation of goodness, since an angel does not really have the opportunity or drive to do anything other than goodness.  As the Hebrew word for angel, mal’ach, indicates, the angel is malay kaf – his hand is full – i.e. he is already 100% good and does not have a struggle.  However, a person, who is made up of both soul and body, lives in the realm of confusion, dilemma, and struggle.  This is indicated by the Hebrew word for human being, Adam.  The word Adam is made up of the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, alef, corresponding to the number one and hinting to the One Infinite God, and the word for blood, dam.  The name A-dam, therefore, implies a coming together of God and blood.  If we break down Judaism’s understanding of a person, it is just that – flesh and blood with a spark of Godliness, a soul.  If the human being can pull off Godness and goodness even in the struggle and shades of grey, this would be the ultimate in manifestation of God-clarity since it is Godliness being brought to light even in a realm of confusion.

 

The name Adam is also from the Hebrew word for earth, adumuh.  The first human being is called by a name connected to the word meaning earth because there is a connection of essence between Adam and the earth.  The earth has the potential for the bearing of trees and fruit which needs to be worked on in order to be brought forth and actualized.  Similarly, the human being has a potential to bring forth, and it is only through the labor of working on one’s self that he comes to yield the fruit of self-actualization.

 

Imagine an average looking picture hanging on the wall.   If we were to take that picture and put it through a machine that cuts it up into five thousand, and regularly sit around the table putting the pieces of the puzzle back together, when that picture is ultimately restored as one through our efforts, there is a manifestation of the wholeness of that picture through each individual puzzle piece which only came about because of our efforts.  This is the picture we laminate and handle with care.  When we see this picture hanging on the wall, there is an appreciation that comes from the return to wholeness that was achieved through our efforts after the picture was initially fragmented.

 
This is what Shabbat is all about – experiencing clarity within a world of confusion; wholeness within a world of fragmentation; light within a world of darkness.  

 

People talk about Shabbat as a day off, but, truthfully, Shabbat is the day on.

 

If we are saying that God “put His hand” in the way of the light to form a shadow to allow for this world of non-clarity, we can say that Shabbat is the experience of God pulling His hand away a bit to allow for more of that light to come into our world.

 

We avoid melacha (that which is not permitted on Shabbat) on Shabbat because melacha is about mastery and ownership of the physical and would, therefore, only serve to engross us further in the confusion of the physical.  But Shabbat is all about going beyond the physical – it is about recapturing clarity of Pre-Creation even in the Creation itself, and so we refrain from building the world of non-clarity on Shabbat.

 

A PIECE OF WHAT’S TO COME

For this reason, the Shabbat experience is referred to as a piece of the World to Come.  The World to Come is the experience of a higher clarity, and Shabbat, if melacha is avoided, is a move in that direction. 

 

Similarly, the times of Mashiach, which Jews have been yearning for throughout the ages, is referred to as the time when all will be Shabbat.  It is the time when the clarity of Pre-Creation will be ever-present here in the created world of multiplicity.  

 

People think that the time of Mashiach is one of peace and prosperity – and that is true.  But most people lose sight of the reason for the peace and prosperity of Messianic times.  It is not that people will simply drop all their weapons one day because they have concluded that war is a negative.  Rather, there will be such a revelation of the clarity of God and our purpose in the world – such an experience of God’s oneness –  that all of humanity will want what is true and what is best, and will actually have agreement on what that is and how to achieve it.

 

OUR STORY

This is really the story of all of our lives – going from a place of clarity, to a place of non-clarity, for the purpose of achieving a higher clarity.

 

Each soul, which is an aspect of God, was in a “place” of clarity before entering this world of physicality, multiplicity, and confusion.  Then it is sent “down here” where it is engaged in all sorts of struggles, challenges, and finds itself searching for itself.  However, when this human being acts as his true soul-self even in this world where his true God-identity is not so apparent, it is specifically from this place of darkness that the greatest light shines.

 

WHO AM I?

So, while we refer to God as the Ultimate Good for setting up the world for the purpose of giving us the opportunity to achieve an Infinite identification, association, and relationship with Him, the question lingers as to whether God is really the Ultimate Good if, after all, it is not as if God had an “opportunity” or struggle to do evil.  And if God does not have that evil option, can we really say that God has the “capacity” to truly manifest goodness?

 

While at first glance, it may seem that the answer to this question is no, the Jewish answer to this question is yes.  God can truly manifest goodness – this is the soul.

 

The soul is an aspect of God hidden from its true Self for the purpose of being that aspect of God that does struggle with opportunities and desires towards evil.  Through the goodness accomplished by the human soul, there is a manifestation of God unachievable otherwise specifically because of the darkness and confusion at the outset of the process.

 
THE PURPOSE OF CREATION

This is what the story of creation and Shabbat is all about – going from the unity of Pre-Creation, to the fragmentation and multiplicity of the created world, and coming back to the experience of Pre-Creation unity even from there.  Ultimately, what we can look forward to as we move towards that time that is all Shabbat – the times of Mashiach – is a time when essays such as this will be met with scorn since, in the end, they are simply made up of words, and can not do justice nor come close to capturing the experience which we are trying to convey.

 
Rabbi Eliyahu Yaakov is a lecturer on Jewish Philosophy and Kabbalah who is noted for his plethora of parallels and explanatory precision, and the author of the books “Shabbos Insights of the Maharal”, “Identity, Direction, Integration: A Kabbalistic Path To Personal Growth”, “The Trees In The Forest: Jewish Living In The Context Of Kabbalah”.For more from Rabbi Eliyahu Yaakov, go to: www.lightuntoournation.com. 


	

	Zomet Institute

Computer on Shabbat

The following is a table of halachic-technological recommendations for using a computer on Shabbat (only for essential security and medical needs).

 

Topic
Recommendations
Notes and Explanations
Turning the computer on
(1) It is best to leave the computer on for all of  Shabbat.

(2) If the computer is off, it should be turned on in a "modified" way (see below).

(3) AN LCD screen such as is used in laptop computers is preferable to a "classic" cathode ray tube.

Incandescent lighting, such as exists in a cathode ray tube, is included in the Torah prohibition of burning a flame. Other computer operations are only forbidden by rabbinical decree.

Operating in a "modified" way
The recommended "modification" is to press the controls using some tool, such as a stick, a spoon handle, or some other object. (Suggestion: use a thimble.)

Using the left hand is not considered a "modification." Replacing the hand with a different limb (such as a foot or an elbow) is usually not very effective. Using an uncommon tool is considered a valid "modification."

Screen saver
A screen saver should be installed that deletes the writing when the screen is not used for a few minutes. (The screen saver definitions should be set to erase the contents of the screen and not to turn the monitor off! This is especially important for a cathode ray tube.)

Temporary writing is prohibited by a rabbinical decree only. It is very doubtful if "writing" on a screen, which does not make use of physical materials such as ink, is in fact included in the Torah prohibition of writing. When a screen saver is used the information is retained in the computer, but a lenient approach is possible in view of the doubts about the definition of writing.

Keyboard
Keyboard entries should be made in a "modified" way (see above). The Zomet Institute has developed a Shabbat keyboard operating on the principle of gramma (indirect operation) which is meant for essential uses.

As noted above, using a thimble is a good way of making a "modification," which can easily be perceived by an observer.

Mouse
(1) An optical mouse is preferable to a ball mouse.

(2) The (optical) mouse should be moved from one position to another, without using the wheel in the mouse.

(3) A touch-sensitive surface (such as is used in laptop computers) is the worst alternative.

(4) A joystick is comparable to the wheel in a mouse.

(5) If possible, the buttons on the mouse should be pressed in a "modified" way.

(6) The Zomet Institute has developed a Shabbat mouse operating on the principle of gramma (indirect operation) which is suitable for essential uses.

A mouse operating with a ball mechanism and the wheel of an optical mouse are in essence a series of on-off switches. Touch-sensitive surfaces are made up of a large number of tiny on-off switches.

An optical mouse is simply a camera, where the cursor follows the "picture." This is an operation that is permitted on Shabbat.

The usual optical mouse has a red light (a LED) which is turned on only when the mouse is moved. The Shabbat mouse is an optical mouse where the light is kept on all the time. The regular switches on the mouse are replaced by gramma switches through changes in the internal electronics and the programming.

Data storage
The action of storing data has aspects that are more serious than simply pressing the keys of a keyboard or the buttons of a mouse, and this should be done with a "modification." It is best to use a Shabbat mouse for the "save" function.

If a "save" is essential, it might be considered as "building" or "putting on the final touch" (makeh bapatish) from a rabbinical point of view – and such actions are forbidden on Shabbat.

Printing
(1) Operating a printer is the most serious action of all computer activity.

(2) Unnecessary printing should be avoided.

(3) The "print" button should only be pressed with a "modification" (see above) or using a Shabbat mouse.

Printing on paper is actual permanent writing and is prohibited on Shabbat by Torah law. It can be done (in a "modified" way) only in a case of a clear medical or security need.

Shabbat Penor computer?
If there are two possibilities available – writing with a Shabbat pen or using a computer – the computer is to be preferred on condition that no printing will be done.

Writing on a computer is not halachically defined as writing but rather involves electronic or electromagnetic records. The writing of a Shabbat pen is real writing, except that from a halachic point of view it is "defective" in that it is temporary.

 

 




The Shabbos Project (South Africa)

Together we will keep the Shabbat of 11/12 October from sundown to stars out.

We will endeavour to keep it in its entirety. In all of its detail and splendour as set out in the Code of Jewish Law.

Its rhythm will unite us with each other, with Jews around the world and throughout the ages.

· On this day we will create a warm and loving space, holding our families together.

· On this day we will lay down the burdens, distractions, demands and pressures of daily life.

· On this day we will renew ourselves, emerging spiritually, emotionally and physically invigorated.

· On this day we will own our precious heritage, wearing it as a badge of pride and honour.

· Together we embark on this great adventure to rediscover our G-d-given gift of Shabbos.

Shabbat: Patterns Of Connections
Shabbat establishes the sanctity of time and creates patterns to connect to our festivals.
From the Desk of the Chief Rabbi
Chief Rabbi Warren Goldstein
This is part fourteen in a series of discussions on Shabbat.
Shabbat represents the sanctity of time, which is the basis for all our Yamim Tovim, festivals. In fact, the three pilgrim festivals, Pesach, Shavuot and Succot, are contained within Shabbat. We find reference to this in Parshat Emor, where the Torah says, “These are the festivals of Hashem,” and then it mentions Shabbat. The Torah lists Shabbat first because Shabbat established the concept of time being holy. When the sun sets on Friday afternoon, we enter a new dimension of time. So too the festivals, which are holy times in the year, are rooted in the concept of time being holy. In fact, the volume in which the Rambam discusses all of the laws of Shabbat and the festivals are called zmanim, literally, “times.”

We have discussed previously how the three Amidah prayers of Shabbat parallel the three famous Shabbatot of history – the Shabbat of Creation, the Shabbat of the giving of the Torah and the Shabbat of the Final Redemption, which is called “the Shabbat of all time.” Rav Gedalia Schorr adds to this that the three festivals, Pesach, Shavuot and Succot, also parallel these three special Shabbatot of history. How so?

Shabbat contains the three festivals
The Shabbat of Creation brought holiness into the world and thus created a whole new reality. The very concept of holiness came into the world on the seventh day of Creation. This first Shabbat of history relates to the exodus from Egypt. At the Exodus, the Jewish people were whisked out of ancient Egypt, a place of moral depravity and idol worship, devoid of Torah values. They were taken out and given the opportunity to strive for greatness, morality and holiness.

This parallels the first prayer of Shabbat, on Friday night. Friday night is like the Exodus in that it takes us out of our weekly affairs. During the week we are “stuck in Egypt,” so to speak; we are stuck in the slavery of work and a society whose values are not ours. We get caught up in the secular world, and the values of holiness and morality sometimes seem very far from us. But when Shabbat comes in, when we walk into shul and hear Kabbalat Shabbat on Friday night, we are whisked away and taken to a different world, a world of holiness.

Pesach commemorates not just the Exodus but the fact that we were taken out “bechipazon”, in haste. This is why matza is the symbol of Pesach: it represents the fact that we left quickly. The only difference between chametz and matza is speed. Chametz is simply bread that was given time to leaven whereas matza has no time to leaven. We had to be rushed out of the slavery and the spiritual and moral darkness of ancient Egypt, and be taken to new spiritual heights to fulfil our destiny.

This parallels Friday night, which lifts us out of the week. The Amidah of Friday night parallels the very first Shabbat of Creation, when the world was elevated to a new level and given a fresh start. Every Shabbat we are whisked away from everything that weighs us down during the week, and are given a new start.

The second Amidah, which parallels the Shabbat when the Torah was given, corresponds to the festival of Shavuot. As we know, Shavuot celebrates the anniversary of G-d giving us the Torah. But on a deeper level, Shavuot celebrates the sustainability of holiness. On Pesach, the people were taken out of the darkness of Egypt. Seven weeks later, at the foot of Mount Sinai, they had to prove that they could become a great nation. Could they really transform themselves and turn that moment into enduring change?

We all have moments of inspiration in life. The question is whether we can convert those moments into something sustainable. For example, at a wedding there is much fanfare and celebration. But can the young couple take the power and positivity of the wedding and turn it into a lasting marriage based on respect, love and commitment?

When the Jewish people left Egypt, they were on a spiritual high. They had just witnessed the ten plagues and the splitting of the sea. But the question was whether that revelation could be turned into something lasting, whether that holiness could be sustained. Indeed, they proved it could. When they left Egypt, they began preparing themselves to receive the Torah on Mount Sinai forty-nine days later, and they were successful. (We today have the mitzvah of counting the omer, the forty-nine days between Pesach and Shavuot.) There were ups and downs and bumps along the way – for example, the sin of the Golden Calf; there were moments of victory and moments of defeat, but they showed that they were able to sustain lives of holiness.

This parallels the daytime Amidah of Shabbat, which corresponds to the Shabbat when the Torah was given. The daytime Amidah attests to the fact that we have been able to sustain the holiness of Shabbat, which began on Friday night. We have demonstrated that it was not just a fleeting moment of holiness. The great high of Friday night, when we were taken out of the slavery and darkness of the week and elevated to a higher plane, has been sustained through to the next day.

The final Amidah of Shabbat, Mincha, corresponds to the time of the Final Redemption – the great Shabbat of history. Rav Gedalia Schorr says that Mincha corresponds to the festival of Succot. Succot is known as the festival of the Final Redemption. It is a very universal festival; as we know, there were seventy offerings brought in the Temple, corresponding to the seventy nations of the world. In the haftarah, the reading of the Prophets, on Succot, we read about the prophetic visions for the Final Redemption, including the final cataclysmic battle, what the Prophets refer to as milchemet Gog uMagog, the battle of Gog and Magog, which Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch says is related to the word gag, a roof. The war of Gog and Magog is the battle of the people of the succah versus the people of the roof. The succah represents our faith in Hashem and refers to that time at the end of history. Succot is very much rooted in the vision of the Final Redemption and this corresponds to Mincha. As we say in the Amidah of Mincha, Ata Echad veshimcha Echad, “You are One and your Name is One,” referring to the time of the Final Redemption, where everyone will see Who Hashem is.

Thus we see how the three pilgrim festivals, Pesach, Shavuot and Succot, are contained within the three services of Shabbat and parallel the three historic Shabbatot of history – the Shabbat of Creation, the Shabbat of the giving of the Torah, and the Shabbat of the Final Redemption. Shabbat contains the themes of the three pilgrim festivals : Pesach – the beginning of holiness; Shavuot – the sustainability of that holiness, and Succot – the Final Redemption, where that holiness is complete and fills the entire world.

The Sanctity of Time
Shabbat is not just a day unto itself but the source of our festivals, because it establishes kedushat hazman, “the sanctity of time.” It is not just another one of the festivals; it is the holiest day of the year. It is the foundation of all the festivals and contains them within its holiness.

 

Shabbat also teaches us about how Judaism relates to time. In his well-known essay Kodesh Vechol, The Sacred and the Profane, Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik says that holiness of time means we don’t think of time merely in physical terms. Meaning, we don’t experience time as linear, being comprised of measurable units – seconds, minutes and hours. Rather, sanctity of time means we look at time in spiritual terms, which means we don’t live solely in the present. To live as a Jew is to live not only in the present but in the past and in the future at the same time. Time is not just the here and now. We come from a very rich past and are headed towards a glorious

future of redemption for the entire world.

When we experience Shabbat, we are not just experiencing it in the present, as the seventh day of the week, the conclusion of the previous week and the beginning of the next. That is a limited, linear perception of time. Rather, we experience Shabbat as inclusive of the three special Shabbatot of history, as well as the three festivals. We connect to the very first Shabbat of history, when Adam and Eve were the only people in the world; we connect to the Shabbat of the giving of the Torah, when G-d’s words were heard on Mount Sinai, saying: “I am the Lord your G-d Who took you out of the land of Egypt”; we look to the past but also to the future, towards the Shabbat of the Final Redemption – the grand Shabbat of the world. We think about Pesach, Shavuot and Succot, the going out of Egypt, the giving of the Torah and the ultimate Shabbat – the Final Redemption. We are not stuck in the moment; rather, we experience time spiritually, as non-linear and multidimensional.

When we sit around our Shabbat table, we relive the great Shabbatot of history – the first Shabbat of Creation and the first Shabbat the Jewish people spent in the desert, when the double portion of manna fell from heaven, represented by the two challahs on the Shabbat table. We contemplate the Shabbat when the Torah was given. We think about all these events as though they are with us today, because the holiness of time means we experience time not as something stuck and linear, plodding along one minute after another, but as something living and dynamic.

Likewise, when we read the events chronicled in the Torah, we are not reading about Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as distant figures who lived once upon a time. To be a Jew is to live with these personalities here, today; they are part of who we are. There is a horizontal Jewish community, the global community of Jews around the world; and there is also a vertical Jewish community, going back to our Forefathers and continuing all the way through to the times of Mashiach. This is not just ancient history; in Judaism we never experience history merely as an event in the past. We live with Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov, Sarah, Rivka, Rachel and Leah; we live with Moshe and Aharon. We live with our history; the events that our people went through are not just in the past.

All of Jewish history comes together. Past, present and future blend. Shabbat is not just a day of the present, but a day of the past as well as the future. It is about our past history and also about our vision for the future, about who we want to be and what kind of world we want to build – a world which is founded on our values of peace, respect, dignity, integrity and morality – and above all, belief in G-d. Time must be rooted in the past, present and future simultaneously. This is what we experience every Shabbat, and this is why Shabbat is a day of eternity.

Azamra Institute – Rabbi Nachman (18th century)
SHABBAT:

1) The custom of washing in hot water in preparation for Shabbat is tikkun habrit. The same is true of the practice of reading over the weekly Torah portion twice in the Hebrew and once in the Aramaic Targum (Likutey Moharan I, 19:5). 

2) Shabbat observance is the foundation of genuine faith. All the acts of charity and other good deeds that we do are invested with radiance and perfection only in virtue of the Shabbat, because Shabbat is the very embodiment of faith. Charity has the power to bring an abundance of blessings and holy influences into the world, but they only become manifested in actuality because of the Shabbat. As the embodiment of faith, Shabbat is the fountain of blessings. Shabbat brings everything in the world to its ultimate perfection. Without Shabbat, and the faith it brings with it, all things are lacking. This applies also to our Da'at, the understanding we have of Godliness and our knowledge of Torah. True wisdom and the understanding of Torah can blossom only through the influence of Shabbat and of faith (31:2). 

3) In order to experience the essential holiness of the Shabbat, namely true faith, it is necessary to observe the Holy Covenant in purity. There is a deep connection between Shabbat and the Covenant, which explains why it is customary to go to spend Shabbat with Tzaddikim. The holiness of the Tzaddikim derives from the fact that they guard the Covenant in purity, in all its aspects. People try to spend Shabbat with them in order to experience the true holiness of Shabbat and deepen their faith (Ibid. 3). 

4) One should try to draw the holiness of Shabbat into the six working days of the week and sanctify them also. The more the weekdays are invested with holiness, the more the forces of evil -- the `filthy serpent,' the `end of all flesh,' the `raging stormwind' etc. -- are subdued. Through this, speech becomes elevated (38:7). 

5) By making a vow and carrying it out immediately you can come to experience the true joy of Shabbat, oneg Shabbat. The main joy of Shabbat comes from the food we eat in purity and holiness at the three fixed meals and at other times during Shabbat. It is a mitzva to eat all kinds of fine foods and special delicacies. Those who truly experience the joy of Shabbat can by their very eating on Shabbat reach spiritual levels which they could only otherwise achieve by fasting. They can conquer anger and reach such levels of understanding that the radiance of God shines in their very faces. All their enemies simply fall away before them (57:4, 6). 

6) How precious and holy is the act of eating on Shabbat. It is completely suffused with Godliness without the slightest hint of impurity. The forces of the Sitra Achra, the `Other Side,' have no share at all in the Shabbat food. Anger is conquered and the force of wild passion is uprooted and cast aside. Love and peace reign supreme (Ibid. 5, 6). 

7) It is also necessary to give generously to charity. Then you will find a profound peace. The experience of the joy of the Shabbat food, together with acts of charity, brings about peace that `has a mouth.' There is one kind of peace that `has no mouth.' That is the state of peace existing between people who are nevertheless unable to speak to each other. But peace which `has a mouth' is the state of perfect peace where men talk to one another. For the lips are invested with a wonderful illumination when we eat on Shabbat (Ibid. 7). 

8) On Shabbat the double portion of bread -- lechem mishneh -- which the Tzaddik enjoys is a double portion of Torah -- mishneh Torah. Shabbat is a favored time for developing original Torah ideas: `two for every one.' Shabbat spreads its influence over all the worlds and sends the light of its radiance to every level, bringing healing to the soul and the body (58:5). 

9) The radiance which Shabbat brings into the world stirs men to return to God out of love. When this happens, relief and healing are granted to the righteous in place of the trials and suffering they had to endure previously. People come to see them in a new light, they begin to understand the true greatness and beauty of their souls, and they start to treat them with respect and dignity. In the individual also, the greater his purity, each on his own level, the greater the radiance and splendor that will shine from his soul, and the higher his standing will be in men's eyes. The greater his personal worth and purity, the more he will be able to absorb the teachings which the Tzaddik gives over on Shabbat in all their originality and freshness (Ibid. 7). 

10) Through observing the Shabbat fittingly, the forces of evil and the kelipot, the `husks,' are destroyed. The way to reach such a level of Shabbat observance is by making an effort to bring people closer to God and through secluded prayer and meditation before God, examining oneself and bringing oneself to a reckoning for all one's actions (59:1, 3). 

11) Shabbat, the World to Come and truth are in essence all one concept. Through it the wicked are brought down and the true greatness of the Tzaddikim and those who are genuinely pious is revealed. When this happens the whole world draws closer to God and men begin to call upon His blessed Name. The faculty of speech becomes perfect. Speech becomes holy and people experience true prayer (66). 

12) A person who experiences the holiness of Shabbat can attain true purity -- which means to understand his own lowliness and to be so aware of the greatness of Israel that he is prepared to sacrifice his very life for them, as Moses did (79). 

13) On Shabbat everyone experiences a certain enhancement of their perception of Godliness, and through this their capacity to give love to their fellow creatures becomes greater. For a person's capacity to give love is related to the degree of his perception. And when he offers love to others, he in turn receives love from Heaven (119). 

14) We eat on Shabbat not to gratify our physical appetites, but in order to open the channels of blessing for the other six days of the week (276). 

15) Preparing special delicacies for Shabbat is the main way of honoring the Shabbat. The food of Shabbat is very precious: it has a unique holiness. We partake of Godliness itself. It is good to have ample to eat on Shabbat. This in itself can make up for having desecrated the Sabbath in the past (125; 277). 

16) The good deeds and mitzvot which we perform during the six working days of the week lack the power to rise up and go before God until the coming of Shabbat. Then they all ascend and come before God Himself, and He has great delight from them -- even from the mitzvot of ordinary people, which may be lacking the proper degree of care and concentration with which the divine commandments should be carried out. As all these good deeds and mitzvot ascend, the path to God is opened wide. It is our eating on Shabbat which actually brings about this ascent (Ibid.). 

17) `And he begot a son. And he called his name Noah, saying: 'This one will comfort us in our work and in the toil of our hands...' ' (Genesis 5:28-29). 

Shabbat is called a son, Noah. It brings joy to the highest and the lowest. It brings comfort and happiness to all, and relief from harshness and depression. All the mitzvot which we perform on the six weekdays have a certain heaviness about them. But on Shabbat they are elevated and raised up from this heaviness, and they become suffused with joy. The holiness and joy of Shabbat can also be drawn into the six working days. This comes about through the praise and thanks we give to God, and also when we devote ourselves to the study of Torah law. This is the way to experience the joy of Shabbat on the weekdays also. Then we can have joy in God and perform all the mitzvot in joy even on the six working days. Those who reach this level are granted a vision of the simple unity which underlies all the diverse phenomena of the world. Everything is simply an expression of God's unity. There is nothing more wonderful than to attain this vision. It is something very precious in all the worlds above. Even in God's eyes it is precious (Likutey Moharan II, 2:5, 6). 

18) The joy of Shabbat is really the gateway to true freedom. Through it you can reach the highest levels in the knowledge of God, free of all distractions and confusion. These levels of knowledge must be founded on genuine fear of God without any hint of foolishness. There are many kinds of fear. When someone is afraid of some earthly power or authority, this is `fallen' fear. Genuine fear of God, which is bound up with the knowledge of God, elevates us from the hold of `fallen' fear (17). 

19) You should be very careful to feel nothing but joy on Shabbat. There is nothing to compare with the greatness and holiness of Shabbat. This is explained in many places in our sacred literature, for example the Reishit Chokhmah, (by R. Eliahu de Vidas) where the subject is discussed at the beginning of the section on `Holiness.' Study this section very carefully. What is written there about the holiness of Shabbat will kindle a burning desire within you to celebrate Shabbat with true joy. For joy is the key to honoring the Shabbat. You must never betray the slightest hint of depression or anxiety on Shabbat. Treat yourself to all kinds of delights: the food you eat, what you drink, your clothes... whatever you can afford. The food of Shabbat is completely holy. It is purely spiritual and filled with Godliness. It rises to a place which is totally different from that of the food of the six working days. Make the effort to feel the joy of Shabbat and you will find true happiness (Ibid.). 

20) To attain to the holiness of Shabbat is to reach the ultimate in knowledge, which is to reach the boundaries of the unknown (83). 

21) Shabbat is one of the names of God. Shabbat is the light of the eyes which illumine the Holy Temple and the whole world. This is why those who observe the Shabbat will have their eyes opened and they will have the power to see into themselves and judge how far they have reached in their spiritual journey. They will be able to repent for all their failings and come to recognize the true greatness of the Creator. They will have the power of vision over the entire universe. They will be drawn to the innermost point of truth, the true Tzaddik and those with genuine fear of Heaven. Their minds will be opened. It will be as if they are engaged in rebuilding the Holy Temple. 

22) Through the merit of Shabbat the homes of Jews are saved from being burned down, God forbid (67). 
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AZAMRA is a Hebrew word meaning "I will sing!" The keynote of all Azamra's work is the teaching of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov (1772-1810) based on Psalms 146:2:"Azamra! I will sing to my God as long as I live!" "The way to sing the song of joy is by seeking the good in all people, especially in ourselves. Each good point is one more note in the song of life!"
Kehillah Synagogue, Reconstructionist, N.C.
Shabbat Practice

Guidelines for Shabbat
I.  Introduction

The Reconstructionist approach toward Shabbat observance, as with most Jewish ritual, is to acknowledge and consider its meaning in creating a richer, more meaningful Jewish life. As a Reconstructionist community, the Kehillah Synagogue strives towards holiness and mindfulness through its ritual practices.

The Kehillah community has been confronted over time by a growing number of Shabbat observance dilemmas. It was felt that it was time to develop guidelines to deal with these dilemmas, as had been developed previously for Shabbat services and kashrut (keeping kosher).

We, the Kehillah community, respect that individuals and households will decide for themselves how they will observe Shabbat in their homes. These guidelines apply to Shabbat observance on the Kehillah grounds and for Kehillah-sponsored events. We understand that over time, the Rabbi and the Ritual Committee may need to make exceptions to, or new applications of, the guidelines.

II. Process

The guidelines were developed in a series of working sessions using values-based decision making, informed by education around the issues and their history. Members engaged in an open, facilitated process to study the basic tenets and values of Shabbat—beginning with the Torah, continuing through rabbinic literature and Kabbalah, to modern reflections, including those of thinkers such as Abraham Joshua Heschel and Mordecai Kaplan. [For those interested, excerpts from the study materials can be found in the appendix to the guidelines.]

At the working sessions, members also discussed personal views of the spiritual experience and growth that Shabbat and its rituals/traditions can offer.

The process enabled us to make informed choices and reach consensus, considering Shabbat tradition within the context of community values. The guidelines are constructed to respect Jewish tradition and to be easily understood and adopted by members and guests.

III. Communal Values and the Tension between Melacha and Kavod/Oneg

The recurrent theme in our guidelines is a balance between melacha (prohibited work on Shabbat as a day of rest) with the kavod (honor) and oneg (joy) of Shabbat. In modern practice, the desire to cease from what the tradition defines as “melacha”/work on Shabbat and delighting in the Sabbath can be in tension, especially as our world differs considerably from that of our ancestors. For instance, using a microphone could be considered work; yet, for others, the service is not accessible without amplification. Examining and coming up with responses to such dilemmas was at the heart of our communal process

Our tradition teaches us that desisting from work on Shabbat helps us to:

Take a break from shaping, controlling and changing nature, allowing us to recognize that we do not control all things, that we are not the Creator, and that we can be open to appreciation of the Source of Life;

Remove burdens and distractions so that we can rejoice in, delight in, and honor Shabbat;

Ensure that we are able to appreciate sacred time instead of just seeing time as utilitarian; and

Distinguish between Shabbat and the rest of the week, allowing us to “be” rather than to “do.”

Further, however, Heschel reminds us that honoring and delighting in Shabbat means that we appreciate that “Shabbat is endowed with a felicity which enraptures the soul, which glides into our thoughts with a healing sympathy. It is a day on which hours do not oust one another. It is a day that can soothe all sadness away.” As the sages advised, “one should prepare rich foods and sweet drinks for Shabbat consumption, each person according to his means. Praiseworthy is the one who spends much for Shabbat and for the preparation of numerous tasty dishes.

A consensus statement of communal values around Shabbat emerged at the end of the educational process; that statement has helped us determine how we want to balance melacha and kavod/oneg in our practice:

Shabbat at the Kehillah brings us together to celebrate our diverse,   intergenerational community with joy and delight, providing us the  opportunity to pray, study Torah, and link ourselves with our traditions.
In general, we permit different forms of “work” that enhance this vision of Shabbat.  We avoid forms of work that distract us from achieving this vision and that use Shabbat as preparation for the future (after Shabbat).  

IV. Guidelines

A.   Food Preparation and Room Set Up on Shabbat
A water heater may be used for hot drinks, and pre-cooked food may be reheated (see electricity guideline below).

We do not cook or bake at the Kehillah during Shabbat.  

The work of setting up/taking down of seating, prayer books, oneg food, etc, is considered supporting our communal joy in coming together for Shabbat. Any congregant who views these as inappropriate on Shabbat will not be expected to do them.

Rationale: Warm food and beverages enhance the physical comfort of Shabbat, encourage fellowship, and increase delight in Shabbat. However, cooking and baking changes the state of food and would be utilizing Shabbat to achieve productive work.

B.    Electricity and Candle Lighting on Shabbat
Electricity will be used at Kehillah during Shabbat for turning lights, microphones, and heat/air conditioning off and on, and making adjustments as needed. We will minimize obvious use and disruption to the Shabbat service by, to the extent possible, making adjustments before the start of the service.  When the cost and environmental impact are not unreasonable, we will invest in items lessening the need for real time adjustment.

Photography, video, and audio recording will not be captured on Shabbat. These: 

May disrupt the peacefulness which separates Shabbat from the everyday;

Unlike other electricity are not necessarily needed to enhance the physical setting;

May move the activities from “participatory” to “performance;” and

Create a product on Shabbat for later use.

Candle lighting at services will occur only if the service begins prior to sunset.

Rationale: Our tradition clearly forbids lighting and/or extinguishing a fire on Shabbat as “work.” Our study group concluded that accessing electricity was not the same as kindling fire and was therefore not work. And, while using electricity could be interpreted as “mastering” nature, the physical comfort and the ability of all congregants to see and hear the service were viewed as critical elements of Shabbat kavod/oneg.

We were concerned with minimizing both disruption of the kavod/oneg of the Shabbat service and offense to congregants who are uncomfortable with use of electricity on Shabbat. We also took into account congregational values such as stewardship of the earth so that we rejected some solutions used by other congregations, such as turning lights on before Shabbat starts

While candle lighting at Friday services helps us communally enter and celebrate Shabbat, creating fire is one of the forms of work explicitly prohibited in the Biblical text. For many, a key aspect of Shabbat is our surrender to the rhythms of the natural world, including beginning Shabbat at sundown. For such people, lighting Shabbat candles – which is not only work, but signifies the beginning of Shabbat – after the Sabbath has already started undermines the spirit of Shabbat itself.

C.   Musical Instruments on Shabbat
Non-electrified musical instruments are permitted as part of Shabbat services as long as their use enhances and supports the joy of prayer – not as a performance or for entertainment. The Rabbi and Ritual Committee will decide which kind of instruments to use based on that criterion.

The musicians should be volunteers, not hired.

Congregants will be informed when the use of musical instruments is planned for Shabbat services.

The Shofar will not be blown when Rosh Hashanah falls on Shabbat. Blowing the shofar, like chanting Avinu Malkeinu (also not done on Shabbat), is inconsistent with the spiritual peace of Shabbat. 

Musical instruments are not permitted at onegs or other Shabbat events where they would not be enhancing prayer.

Pre-recorded music will not be played. The community sense is that the contagious joyfulness of the musician is mostly removed from a recording.

Rationale: While playing a musical instrument is not directly defined by our tradition as “work,” the tactical details of transporting, preparing, and/or adjusting them can be. On the other hand, for many, our community value of celebrating Shabbat “with joy and delight” means using instrumental music to enhance prayer. However, it was felt that electrified musical instruments on Shabbat:

May disrupt the peacefulness which separates Shabbat from the everyday

May move the perception of the music from “participatory” to “performance.”

D.   Communications on Shabbat
We refrain from writing at Kehillah on Shabbat and Yom Tov.  When events require nametags, they should be prepared in advance based on reservation lists. A contact list of staff and key lay leadership will be printed and kept in the chapel to give to newcomers who visit. Likewise, newcomers can be provided with stamped, self-addressed postcards to Kehillah, on which they can later add their contact information and mail. This guideline will be included in planning materials for B’nei Mitzvah events.

We refrain from Kehillah business communications on Shabbat. Committee chairs and members will not send Kehillah business-related emails or make Kehillah business-related phone calls.  Kehillah will also not create or send bulk emails or make phone calls.

We ask that people refrain from the use of electronic devices during Shabbat while in Kehillah buildings or courtyard. In the case of emergency, congregants are asked to leave the sanctuary/chapel to avoid disruption of services. As congregational announcements are an important source of information, announcements will continue to be read at services.  However, sign-up sheets will not be distributed nor reservations taken.  Fliers with registration information may be available, but the announcement of the flyers must indicate that congregants may sign up after Shabbat.

Rationale: The types of communications above detract from our core values, previously discussed, of desisting from work and of honoring and taking delight in Shabbat and Shabbat services.

E.    Commerce on Shabbat
Kehillah will not sponsor going out for paid entertainment on Shabbat. Sponsorship of events not involving payment will be at the discretion of the Rabbi and the Ritual Committee, who will determine if the event is in keeping with our consensus statement, which states that Shabbat “brings us together to celebrate…with joy and delight, providing us the opportunity to pray, study Torah, and link ourselves with our traditions.”

Shabbat announcements for weekday programs that involve commerce, payment, and/or social action will refer congregants to sign up after Shabbat.

Caterers, babysitters, etc. for Shabbat events should be paid all fees and tips before or after Shabbat. If Jews choose to do such work, they may be hired. It is the policy of Kehillah to respect such individual decisions. This guideline will be included in planning materials for B’nei Mitzvah events and will be given to caterers.

Kehillah will not sponsor, co-sponsor, or participate in social justice and/or fundraising activities on Shabbat. We will respond to such offers by engaging in dialogue with and educating others about Judaism and by striving to create non-Shabbat alternatives for participation.

On Shabbat, we will refrain from advancing organizational Kehillah business,  including but not limited to: 

Engaging staff or lay-leadership in discussions of organizational operations

Scheduling meetings

Setting up or planning for a program that takes place after Shabbat. Programs scheduled to take place after Shabbat will either be set up in advance of Shabbat or take place late enough for set-up to begin after Havdallah.

Rationale: Our tradition views most forms of commerce and/or monetary transactions as “work.” We respect Shabbat as a time when we disengage from secular work.

from Union for Reform Judaism
RABBI ERIC H. YOFFIE DELIVERED AT THE 69TH GENERAL ASSEMBLY DECEMBER 15, 2007 
Once again, I find myself overwhelmed by the power of this day. Here we are, united with men and women from many congregations but of one faith, bound together by our mutual sacred task. Our spirits soar when we join in the chorus of nearly 5,000 voices intoning the prayers of Shabbat. 
There is a magical quality to Shabbat at Biennial. When we ask our delegates what was their most powerful experience during their five days here, the great majority say “Shabbat.” We treasure these twenty-four hours together, because, for once, we celebrate Shabbat as it is meant to be—a respite from errand running and clattering commerce, a day when we pay attention to the holy and the pull of Jewish time. 
We also treasure the fiery enthusiasm of our Shabbat t’filot. Supporting one another in our prayers, we experience together an outpouring of soul, transporting us into the embrace of God. Of course, it was not always so. For most of our history, delegates came to the Biennial to debate and deliberate but not to pray. At our Biennials, as in many of our congregations, prayer was often boring and lifeless. 
But then, more than a dozen years ago, we began a Movement-wide conversation about worship. Focusing our attention on Friday evening, we undertook to create services that were heartfelt, inspiring and community-building. And we succeeded. The glory of Reform Judaism has always been its ability to reinvent itself to meet new spiritual situations, and we did exactly that. In a mere handful of years, our Erev Shabbat services were radically transformed, changing from somber to joyful and from passive to engaging. 
This revolution has not come easily. Our rabbis and cantors have worked hard to avoid the faddish and the trendy. At the same time, they have been relentlessly creative, developing forms of worship that are both contemporary and traditional. And the result is that on Erev Shabbat, our synagogues are often overflowing and our worship is often a sustained celebration in song. Many of our members have opened themselves, for the first time, to the music, poetry and passion of heartfelt prayer. 
But as proud as we are of this dramatic transformation, now is the time to step back and to see what remains undone. 
When we undertook to revive Erev Shabbat worship, our intention was not to focus solely on a single hour of Friday night prayer. Erev Shabbat was to be the key, opening the door to a discussion of the Shabbat day in all its dimensions. 
Such a discussion is long overdue. The late Erev Shabbat service was introduced by Isaac Mayer Wise in 1869. Because Jews worked on Saturday, it literally saved Shabbat for the Jewish community. No other Reform innovation has had such long-lasting success; and this service will remain at the very heart of our Shabbat celebration. 
But in the last half century, working patterns have changed. Not everyone works on Saturday now, and Jews, more than ever before, crave spiritual sustenance and meaningful ritual. With members returning to the synagogue on Friday nights, we had hoped that some of them would also be drawn to our Shabbat morning prayer and to a serious conversation about the meaning of Shabbat. 
But this has not happened, and we all know one reason why that is so: the character of the Shabbat morning service. With the morning worship appropriated by the bar and bat mitzvah families, our members who come to pray with the community often sit in the back of the sanctuary and feel like interlopers in their own congregation. On Erev Shabbat, we invite our members in, but on Shabbat morning, we drive them away. On Friday night, we entice them with exuberant prayer and a community of celebration and song. But on Shabbat morning, we leave them turned off and disappointed. 
These are serious matters. If we allow our services to be privatized; if we give up ownership of Shabbat and of our own sanctuaries; if communal celebration gives way to a bar mitzvah performance—if all these things happen, how can we remain the dynamic Movement that we have become? 
These concerns are broadly shared. At our last three Biennials, our workshops on the topic of Shabbat morning worship have been filled to overflowing with laypeople searching for answers; and in the last year, I have spoken to hundreds of rabbis and cantors who overwhelmingly express their dissatisfaction with the status of our Shabbat morning prayer. 
What have our leaders told me? They have told me that they are worried. The bar mitzvah, like other significant moments in Jewish life, is meant to occur within the context of an open and caring community. But our members now feel that they are entitled to a private, individual bar mitzvah. And this means that what should be public and inclusive has become private and exclusive, with the focus more on the child than on the community. The result is that we in the congregation become voyeurs rather than daveners, and feeling uncomfortable, we stay away. 
The results are tragic. We lose young families, whose children cannot stay up late on Friday. We lose seniors, who avoid nighttime driving and prefer to pray during the day. We lose those wanting to say Kaddish and those who are simply looking to join their community in prayer. 
And not only that. We are also sending a message about bar mitzvah that we do not want to send. 
Bar mitzvah is the occasion, symbolically at least, when a young person joins an adult community of Jews. But you cannot join what does not exist. A regular community of worshippers, who would be best suited to mentor the child, is not even present. At the average bar mitzvah what you almost always get is a one-time assemblage of well-wishers with nothing in common but an invitation. 
And worst of all: Absent a knowledgeable congregation, worship of God gives way to worship of the child—and self-serving worship is a contradiction in terms. Rabbis, cantors, educators and presidents all told me how painful it is to sit in a service where the child is the star and the theme is “Steven Schwartz, King for a Day” or “Sarah Goldstein, Queen for a Day.” Inevitably, this leads to speeches in which every boy or girl is smarter than Einstein, a better soccer play than Mia Hamm, more of a computer whiz than Bill Gates and more of an activist than Bono. 
Let’s be honest. There is something profoundly wrong here. On every Shabbat of the year, there are hundreds and hundreds of bar and bat mitzvahs in Reform congregations. But rarely does anyone walk out of those worship services saying: “That was so spiritually fulfilling that I can’t wait to come back next week.” 
Many of our congregations have created Shabbat morning experiences centering on Torah study, while others have alternative minyanim that serve a small but committed core. These are important and welcome in every way, but the majority of our synagogues have given up hope of ever having a regular congregational worship experience on Shabbat morning. 
What I am hearing from our rabbis and cantors is that the time has come to say: If it’s not working, let’s not do it anymore. If I want to go to temple on Shabbat morning but I won’t presume to do so without an invitation from the bar mitzvah family, the time has come to try new things. 
We all recognize that this will not be easy. The current system has many virtues. When I ask members of our congregations what was their most meaningful experience in the synagogue, very often the answer is: the bar mitzvah of my child. Many join the congregation precisely because they hunger for the ritual of bar mitzvah, which is their means of publicly declaring their desire to be counted as Jews. And neither should we forget the serious study in which our children engage; educational expectations for bar mitzvah are far higher today than they were a generation ago. Finally, some of the most moving moments that I have ever experienced in a synagogue are the addresses of bar mitzvah parents to their children; whatever their failings, these speeches may be the last time that a parent expresses, in public, her love for and pride in her child. 
Nonetheless, the answer is not more of the same. The best answer is an integrated service— a service in which the child joins the congregation and the congregation does not merely watch the child; a service in which the child’s obligation is not to perform, but to lead the congregation in prayer; a service in which parents are encouraged to reshape their speeches as blessings; a service that remains truly meaningful for the bar mitzvah family without feeling like a private family event. The best answer is public, communal worship that all of us, and not just the bar mitzvah family, want to attend. 
Can we do this? Of course we can. I am optimistic because a number of our most creative synagogues are already changing their worship patterns. Temple Beth Am of Seattle offers Shabbat morning prayer that brings together the bar mitzvah family and regular worshippers, makes room for congregational Torah readers and aliyot, and gives the child a special and honored but still limited role as service leader. And in cases where an integrated service is simply not possible, new approaches to alternative worship are reaching out to far more than a handful of committed members. At Congregation B’nei Israel in Bridgeport, Connecticut, a service at 8 A.M. draws a significant number of regulars, including older people, parents with children in soccer uniforms, and merchants who open their stores at ten o’clock. 
The message that we are hearing from our rabbis and cantors is twofold: First, a great religious Movement does not forego regular Shabbat morning communal prayer; and second, if we are to succeed in changing our worship culture, we need a Movement-wide approach. In a moment I will suggest how we might begin. 
But first let me share with you a feeling that I have. This discussion in the Reform Movement is part of something larger—and that is, a readiness to look seriously at the broader question of 
Shabbat observance. Communal worship is a critical part of such observance, of course—some of us go to synagogue on Erev Shabbat and some on Shabbat morning. But even for those who do not go at all, there is a new openness to the commandment to observe a weekly day of rest. 
Why is this happening? 
Because we now understand that Shabbat was always central to Reform Judaism. Isaac Mayer Wise was a firm proponent of a traditional Shabbat. And for Classical Reform Jews, Shabbat was a serious matter. True, they significantly reduced both the duties and the prohibitions of the day, but what remained was observed with scrupulous dedication. 
Also, other approaches to enhancing Jewish life have failed. Communal leaders outside of the synagogue love to talk the language of corporate strategy. They engage in endless debates on the latest demographic study. They plan elaborate conferences and demand new ideas. But sometimes we don’t need new ideas; we need old ideas. We need less corporate planning and more text and tradition; less strategic thinking and more mitzvot; less demographic data and more Shabbat. Because we know, in our hearts, that in the absence of Shabbat, Judaism withers. 
But most important of all, Reform Jews are considering Shabbat because they need Shabbat. In our 24/7 culture, the boundary between work time and leisure time has been swept away, and the results are devastating. Do we really want to live in a world where we make love in half the time and cook every meal in the microwave? When work expands to fill all our evenings and weekends, everything suffers, including our health. But families take the worst hit. The average parent spends twice as long dealing with email as playing with his children. 
For our stressed-out, sleep-deprived families, the Torah’s mandate to rest looks relevant and sensible. Our tradition does not instruct us to stop working altogether on Shabbat; after all, it takes a certain amount of effort to study, pray and go to synagogue. But we are asked to abstain from the work that we do to earn a living, and instead to reflect, to enjoy and to take a stroll through the neighborhood. We are asked to put aside those Blackberries and stop gathering information, just as the ancient Israelites stopped gathering wood. We are asked to stop running around long enough to see what God is doing. 
And this most of all: In synagogue and at home, we are asked to give our kids, our spouse and our friends the undivided attention that they did not get from us the rest of the week. On Shabbat we speak to our children of their hopes and dreams. We show them that we value them for who they are and not for the grades they get or the prizes they win. During the week we pursue our goals; on Shabbat we learn simply to be. 
I don’t delude myself. Most Reform Jews are not there yet. But our research indicates that we have more closet Shabbat observers than we realize. And remember: At our camps, Shabbat comes alive; it is a tangible, visceral experience that our kids love. In fact, our camps, youth groups and Israel trips have created a whole cadre of young people who are open to observing Shabbat as Reform Jews. Our challenge is to make sure that they don’t have to go elsewhere to do it. 
Our first task is to help all who are interested to think through what Shabbat observance means for a Reform Jew. For most of us, it will not mean some kind of neo-frumkeit; it will not mean the Shabbat of eighteenth-century Europe; it will not mean an endless list of Shabbat prohibitions. We fled that kind of Shabbat, and for good reason. 
It will mean instead approaching Shabbat with the creativity that has always distinguished Reform Judaism. It will mean emphasizing the “Thou shalts” of Shabbat—candles and Kiddush, rest and study, prayer and community—rather than the “Thou shalt nots.” It will mean expanding our understanding of rest, and defining in new ways what is, and is not, work. It will mean providing Reform Jews with the support of a loving community so that they can feel commanded without feeling coerced. 
To start this process, we have compiled fifty-two suggestions—one for each week of the year—on creative ways to celebrate Shabbat as a special and holy day. They are contained in a Gift of Shabbat Box that each of you will receive as you leave the service this morning. 
But let’s be honest. We don’t have all the answers yet, and in fact there will be no single answer, no one-size-fits-all program. Our diverse Movement has many groups, and they will require different solutions. We have no intention of legislating personal observance for our members, and if we did, they wouldn’t listen anyway. I know that because I have struggled with issues of Shabbat observance most of my life, I change my practice with some frequency, and I insist on my right both to change my mind and to make my own decisions. 
Nonetheless, my personal goal is to define a regular pattern of observance that is comfortable for me as a Reform Jew, and I welcome the input of others who are engaged in a similar struggle. 
What I am proposing, therefore, is the following: Let us work on this together as a Movement, with the clear understanding that there will be no dictates from above. Let us turn to our congregations and our most committed members, and let us ask them to generate answers from below. 
Specifically, I am asking our congregational leaders to do two things. 
First, appoint a Shabbat Morning Task Force that will consist of ten to fifteen members and will meet weekly for eight weeks. This Task Force will worship on Shabbat morning in the synagogue for four weeks and will attend Shabbat morning services in two other area congregations. It will also study Jewish sources about Shabbat. The Union has prepared a Shabbat study guide and a detailed manual of the creative ways that synagogues throughout North America are thinking about Shabbat morning prayer. After discussion and further study, the Task Force will present recommendations to the board and staff of its congregation, and to our Movement, on how Shabbat morning services might be reimagined and enhanced. 
Second, select a Shabbat chavurah consisting of eight to twelve people that will both study about Shabbat and actively observe it over a period of three to four months. This will be a program of Shabbat immersion for an elite group of individuals who want to be Shabbat observers in an authentically Reform way. At times they will come together for study, rituals and community; and at times they will observe individually and in families. Here too we have prepared materials to guide them. As a Movement, our hope is to learn from them. Let us see what their experience is, what they choose to do and not to do on Shabbat afternoon, what they learn and feel. Let us see how their beliefs about God, covenant and the Jewish people evolve. Let us see what kind of help they need from their synagogues and their Movement. 
We have created two listservs, one for Task Force members and one for chavurah members, so that they might exchange ideas with each other. Two years from now, when we gather in Toronto, we will honor all those who have participated in these groups and we will invite both congregations and individuals to share their stories. We have also created a Shabbat blog so that every member of a Reform synagogue can be part of this discussion. 
Some congregations may choose to create only one group and some none at all. Most will wait until later in the year or next year to begin. Rabbis, cantors and educators will guide us here, as they always do, but they have far too much on their plates and we must be careful not to add to their burden. The premise is that we have in our midst thoughtful and committed volunteer leaders who are excited by the prospect of reviving Shabbat and who will help us redefine what Shabbat can mean in our lives. 
I cannot tell you where this will go. We will return in two years and see where we are. But I have great confidence in the collective wisdom of this great Movement once we are mobilized to act. 
We should be realistic, of course. Renewing some form of regular Shabbat observance among the members of our Movement will take time, and what we are proposing is only the first step. The plan is to begin with a chosen few and to heat the core, in the hope that the heat generated will then radiate in ever-widening circles. 
But surely we must begin. Shabbat, after all, is not just a nice idea. It is a Jewish obligation and one of the Ten Commandments—indeed the longest and most detailed of them all. 
As Reform Jews, we will approach it in our own way and refashion it for the modern world. But approach it we must. As Arnold Jacob Wolf has reminded us, Shabbat is not in heaven or beyond the sea. It is part of the divine agenda and a taste of eternity, but also wholly human and humane. Without Shabbat we may be lost; in its rediscovery, we may yet be found. 
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The experience of Shabbat is an experience of and for a lifetime. You don't need to change your lifestyle to make it work. You can build slowly, taking on a little at a time, so that the commitment will be a natural and lasting one.

It is a gift you will give yourself and one which you will want to share.

What is Shabbat... and why is it observed?

The mitzvah (commandment) of Shabbat is unique among the Ten Commandments, encompassing ritual, outlook and transcendent experience.

Two reasons are given for the observance of Shabbat: that on this day God rested from the work of Creation (Exodus 20:11) and the remembrance of the redemption from slavery and the exodus from Egypt (Deuteronomy 5:15).

What do these tell us about the observance of Shabbat? That we are to be God-like in our behavior, stepping back from our labors to appreciate the world around us. That the observance of Shabbat recalls the freedom from slavery, our interconnectedness with the Divine, and the luxury of living a Jewish life.

What does it mean to observe Shabbat? How can you bring these experiences to fruition?

· Make it different - The Torah tells us that the seventh day is set aside, special, because on it God rested from the labors of Creation (see Genesis 2:2). Created in God's image, we are enjoined to set aside Shabbat as different as well. How? By spending time with community and friends, by shifting our focus from the mundane to the sublime, by remembering on this day that we are part of creation rather than creators ourselves. Try to set aside Shabbat as a day without the cares of everyday. Try to make Shabbat special by using it for spiritual and non-academic pursuits, by carving out this time in the week to be peaceful and restorative. 

· Thinking Shabbat - From the moment on Friday night when we light the candles which signify that Shabbat has begun, Shabbat is a day for community. We welcome the arrival of Shabbat in community through prayer, we recite the Kiddush together, we share a festive meal, we sing songs of celebration. On Shabbat day this theme continues with tefilah (prayer) and Torah (reading and studying) and more song. Shabbat is a wonderful time to read, take walks and visit with friends (and nap, though this is not a community activity!). It can be challenging to set aside this time during your busy college career, but it is well worth it. 

· Doing Shabbat - Part of how we make Shabbat special comes from the things we don't do - like leaving the computer off, keeping our wallets stowed away and eating foods we have prepared in advance. The types of work from which we refrain are derived from the 39 types of work which were halted on Shabbat during the construction of the Mishkan, the portable sanctuary in the desert. This frees us up to appreciate the wonders of creation and links us with the experiences of our ancestors. It is the combination of the things we do with the things we don't do which sets aside Shabbat and gives it holiness. 
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Shabbat: God’s Perfect Universe

Why we rest on Shabbat.

by Rabbi Dovid Rosenfeld 

Many people have a basic misconception regarding Shabbat. We tend to think of it as simply a day of R&R – a day to relax our minds and bodies from the stresses and tediousness of the workweek.

As worthy an idea as that is, the laws of Shabbat paint a very different picture. We may think of relaxation as driving to the beach, watching a good movie, or going shopping. Yet none of these activities are permitted on Shabbat. We might likewise expect actions requiring exertion to be forbidden. Yet, technically speaking, one may drag heavy pieces of furniture around his house the entire Shabbat day – while he may not strike a match or flip a light switch. Likewise, we travel on foot on Shabbat – though this requires much more effort than driving a car. If so, what is the purpose of the Shabbat laws – and how do they remind us that God "worked" for six days and "rested" on the seventh?

The idea is as follows. During the six days of Creation, the world was incomplete. God was engaged in a process of molding and acting upon the universe, transforming it from more primitive to more advanced states – light and darkness, heaven and earth, water and dry land, plants, aquatic life, terrestrials, and at last man.

When the first Shabbat arrived, God's work was finished. The world was perfect and complete. God no longer had to change the world and improve upon it. Everything the world required and would ever require existed and had been put into place. God had only to leave the universe as is, allowing all its components to function in harmony.

This was the idea of the "rest" God enjoyed on Shabbat (Genesis 2:2). It was not, of course, that an all-powerful God was "tired" and had to take a break from His work. It was that God had brought the world to a state of perfection. He no longer had to interfere with it: altering and modifying the world to improve it. God‘s handiwork was complete. His creation could "rest": it could exist just the way it was – with all its components coexisting in peace and harmony.

On Shabbat we recognize that God's world is perfect.

This phenomenon is reenacted each week on Shabbat. During the week we see the world as incomplete. We must labor: clear the land, till the soil, build shelters, plant, harvest, cook, manufacture – all in order to make the world a suitable habitat for man. For six days, we – as did God – must force our mark upon the world – altering it from its natural state in order to make it a vessel worthy of man.

On Shabbat we recognize that God's world is perfect.

When Shabbat arrives, we are commanded to cease interfering with the world. We no longer assert our mastery over it, changing it from its natural state. We may not build, burn, work the earth – or even pick a flower. Any act that changes the earth from its natural state in the smallest way contradicts the spirit of Shabbat. We cease doing acts of creation – and by so doing, attest that the world as created by God is perfect.

When God completed Creation and the world enjoyed its first Shabbat, it should have remained eternally in a complete and perfect state. An everlasting Shabbat should have ensued. However, with the primordial Sin of Adam, the world fell. Man would no longer live in a perfect world – enjoying the ready-to-eat fruits of the Garden of Eden through no labor of his own. He would have to work – to conquer the world and eat bread only through the sweat of his brow.

Ultimately, the world will again be perfected in the End of Days. Man will again live in harmony with the world and nature, devoting his being and energies to God alone. That period is known as "yom shekulo Shabbat" – a time of eternal Shabbat, a time we eagerly await today.

Yet once a week, God granted Israel a small taste of that ultimate, blissful state – the gift of Shabbat. The Talmud writes that Shabbat is 1/60th of the World to Come (Brachot 57b). On Shabbat, the world reverts in a small way to its perfected state – to a fully functional and harmonious earth, requiring no human effort or intervention. Man does not have to labor to sustain himself. The Talmud writes that expenses a person spends for Shabbat are reimbursed by God Himself (Beitzah 16a). The Shabbat universe is capable of sustaining man through no effort or expense of his own. And to the extent that Shabbat is meaningful to us, that plane of existence can become our reality today.

Yet there is something even more curious about Shabbat. On the one hand, it is the holiest and most spiritual day of the week. On the other, it is a physically pleasurable day. We dress well, eat well, and celebrate the day as lavishly as we are able. Why are physical enjoyments appropriate for such a spiritual day? And further, wouldn’t indulging in the physical side of the world detract from our appreciation of holiness? How is it that on Shabbat the two coexist?

To explain, we must introduce one more concept. The more perfect an object is in this world, the more it is a reflection of God. "Perfect" creations reflect and attest to a perfect Creator. Further, the more a physical object (or time period) reflects sanctity, the more it becomes aligned with sanctity and acts as a conduit for it. Thus, physically-complete creations, in attesting to God's glorious handiwork, become spiritually charged as well. They allow spiritual forces to flow unobstructed from the heavens, infusing and energizing the physical world with spiritual vitality.

Thus, Shabbat, a time in which the physical universe is perfect, is a time of enormous spiritual potential as well. It is a time when the physical and spiritual worlds become aligned. On Shabbat the world is not only in harmony with itself; it is in harmony with God as well.

As a result, Shabbat is a time of both spiritual and physical enjoyment – a time in which the two types of experiences coalesce in complete harmony and together enhance our appreciation of God. During the week the spiritual and physical sides of creation may well conflict: The more physically indulgent a person is, the less spiritual he is going to be. But on Shabbat they complement. Physical and spiritual all merge into one magnificent whole, serving as a reflection of the one all-encompassing God who created them.

(Based in part on "Sabbath – Day of Eternity" by Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, published by Artscroll.com as a part of the Aryeh Kaplan Anthology.)
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