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INTRODUCTION






If you were playing the word-association game and someone said “holiday,” what words or images would spring to mind? Travel? Time off from work? Break from school? Would you think parties or dinners? Family or houseguests?


Clearly the word holiday has broad connotations in contemporary culture. For many it means shopping, cleaning, cooking, decorating—and the very real possibility of ending up far more stressed than rested. Your favorite holiday is probably a prime example. Think of how excited you are for the big day to arrive—and how relieved you are when it has finally passed!


Maybe we’re celebrating holidays all wrong?


Perhaps we should consider the Jewish people and the calendar given to them by God in the Tanakh.1 Woven into the weeks and seasons is an assortment of observances and traditions. Not the kind of holidays we moderns tend to practice, but holy days: blessed commandments to step away from the rush and tedium of everyday existence; sacred occasions for remembering, reflecting on, and rejoicing in ultimate realities; each festival a gracious invitation to reconnect with God and others;2 each special day an opportunity to rekindle the God-given desire to be different and to make a difference in our broken world.


This is a book about those Jewish holidays.3 In these pages we’ll explore the mystery of Sabbath and the miracle of Passover. We’ll examine the majesty of Yom Kippur, the mirth of Purim, and the rich meaning behind other observances. Even the more recent Jewish holidays not mentioned or mandated in the Bible have a compelling beauty and significance that few realize.


To assist us in our understanding, we’ll rely on an old Jewish practice known as hiddur mitzvah.


The Torah says, “The LORD is my strength and my might, and he has become my salvation; this is my God, and I will praise him, my father’s God, and I will exalt him” (Exodus 15:2, emphasis added).


The great Talmudic sage Rabbi Ishmael wrestled with the question of how finite humans can adequately praise and exalt an infinite Creator. He concluded that this is only possible by carrying out God’s commandment (mitzvah in Hebrew) in glorious or beautiful (hiddur in Hebrew) ways. He therefore vowed to use only exquisite and costly ceremonial objects in worship: “I shall prepare before him a beautiful lulav, beautiful sukkah, beautiful fringes… and beautiful phylacteries.”4


Hiddur mitzvah—this beautification in performing a commandment—applies to all sorts of ritual items connected with the holidays: the sukkah that Jews sit in and the kiddush cup Jews drink from, the spice box Jews smell and the hagaddah Jews read from. This ancient practice of hiddur mitzvah is the reason many Jewish families and congregations spare no expense in acquiring exquisite items for use in their holiday observances.


You don’t know what those things are? No worries. By the end of this book you will.















THE SABBATH
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A popular Jewish folktale says that when the ancient Israelites assembled at Mount Sinai, God offered them eternal life (olam ha’ba, “the world to come”) if they would agree to keep his commandments. In response, the people asked the Almighty, “Before we decide, could you let us sample heaven first?”


God graciously consented to this bold request by giving the Israelites Shabbat (i.e., the Sabbath).5


According to the sages, this is how Shabbat came to be the central element of Jewish life, the foundation of the Jewish calendar. And it is why many Jews describe this weekly “island in time”6 as “a taste of the world to come.”7



The Sabbath




“More than Israel has kept the Sabbath, the Sabbath has kept Israel.”


—Ahad Ha’am





In 1979 an American dentist named Dave Baab moved to Tel Aviv, Israel, to teach at a dental school. He and his wife, Lynne, found a flat near the main highway leading north out of the city. The location and price were right, but the noise—they quickly discovered—was deafening. Loud cargo trucks, thundering buses, and an unending stream of honking motorists zoomed past their apartment all hours of the day (and night).


Until the Sabbath.


Writing of their experience, Lynne describes the deafening silence that engulfed the Jewish section of the city each week from Friday evening to Saturday evening. Buses stopped running. Businesses and stores closed. “There was simply nothing to do.… Life really did stop for us.”8 Unsettling at first, the Sabbath and its quiet quickly became the Baabs’ favorite part of each week. In fact, Lynne confesses, “As darkness fell on Saturday evening, we could hear the buses and trucks begin to rumble along the main road. With the noise came a sense of loss.”9


The Origins of Sabbath


The idea of earmarking one day a week for stopping and being still can be traced back to the dawn of time. After describing the creation of the world in six days, the Torah says, “Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their multitude. And on the seventh day God finished the work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work that he had done. So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all the work that he had done in creation” (Genesis 2:1–3).


Though this passage doesn’t contain the word Sabbath, it does contain the verb rested, which comes from the same Hebrew root word. Some have pointed out that the word rested seems to suggest that God found the work of creation taxing, if not exhausting. Jewish scholars and theologians scoff at such an idea by citing numerous other Bible passages that describe God’s limitless power (e.g., Numbers 11:23; Jeremiah 32:17). They also point out that the Hebrew word translated rested in Genesis 2:2 literally means “to stop or desist from labor.” In other words, they argue, God didn’t quit creating in order to take a much-needed nap. He took a break from his creative endeavors to savor and enjoy the “very good” world he had made (Genesis 1:31).


By this act the Almighty set apart and “hallowed” (made holy) the seventh day. What’s more, he infused his newly created world with a kind of work-rest rhythm. In short, the idea of Shabbat existed long before the Jewish nation existed, and certainly before the command “Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy” (Exodus 20:8) was ever engraved on a tablet of Sinai stone.


The book of Exodus expands on this Sabbath principle. The Israelites, on their way to receive the Torah at Mount Sinai, were given a vivid lesson in laboring six days and ceasing their labors on the seventh. This lesson came as Moses explained the miraculous “bread from heaven” (v. 4) the people discovered at their feet one morning while beginning their journey. What was this “flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground” (v. 14)? “The house of Israel called it manna; it was like coriander seed, white, and the taste of it was like wafers made with honey” (v. 31).10 “Six days you shall gather it,” Moses told the people, “but on the seventh day, which is a sabbath, there will be none” (v. 26).


Despite this explicit warning, some Israelites went out to gather manna on the seventh day and came back empty-handed. (We can probably attribute their behavior to the deeply ingrained habits of a people only recently liberated from slavery—the idea of a “day off” was foreign to them.) In any case, God reminded the Israelites through Moses, “See! The LORD has given you the sabbath, therefore on the sixth day he gives you food for two days; each of you stay where you are; do not leave your place on the seventh day. So the people rested on the seventh day” (Exodus 16:29–30).



The Purpose of Sabbath


Misconceptions abound about the Jewish practice of Sabbath. To the uninformed, the very idea seems draconian: an entire day every week filled with stifling restrictions? Shabbat strikes many as, at best, a grim exercise in self-denial and, at worst, a kind of divine chastisement—like being grounded or put in time-out by the Almighty.





[image: image] The Jewish Understanding of Time


Norman Solomon has argued that if we suddenly found ourselves in a world without calendars and clocks, we’d have no choice but to measure time by nature. We’d dispense with the not entirely logical practice of beginning the new day at midnight (when most people are sleeping). Instead, we’d calculate days by either sunrises or sunsets. We’d measure months by watching the phases of the moon. We’d pay close attention to the four seasons (assuming we lived in regions that actually have four seasons).11


This is what the ancient people of Israel did. To measure days, they looked to the sun, deciding that a day ends when the sun sets—with the new day beginning immediately thereafter. They learned this practice from the story of creation, which explicitly marks the ending and beginning of each day in the exact same manner: “And there was evening, and there was morning, the first (second, third, etc.) day.” This is why Shabbat begins Friday evening—after sundown.


Likewise, to measure months, the people of Israel paid close attention to the moon. In fact, the ancient Hebrew word for “month” is yerach, which comes from yareach, the Hebrew word for “moon.” And this brings us to Rosh Chodesh (literally “head of the month” or, in everyday vernacular, the “new moon”). In ancient times, Rosh Chodesh was an important holiday. As soon as the Jewish religious authorities confirmed that the crescent of a new moon was visible, this news was “announced” to the nation via a system of hilltop signal fires. At the temple, shofars (rams’ horns) were blown and special sacrifices were made. Centuries later, when the temple was destroyed in 70 CE, Rosh Chodesh became a semi-festival, not forgotten but marked by a special public announcement of the coming month and additional prayers and Torah readings included in the regular liturgy.


In the fourth century CE, Rabbi Hillel II used basic astronomy and math to create a perpetual or fixed calendar. This eliminated the need for Jewish authorities to spend their time moon watching and dispatching messengers to notify the nation of the start of a new month.








[image: image] Why Do Jewish Holidays—Other Than the Sabbath—“Move” around the Calendar?


There are different kinds of calendars. The solar calendar (also known as the Gregorian or civil calendar) is built around the four distinct seasons and is determined by how long it takes the earth to revolve around the sun—about 365 days. The lunar calendar, on the other hand, is unrelated to the four seasons. It calculates months by how long it takes the moon to revolve around the earth—approximately 29.5 days. Do the math and you’ll see that twelve lunar months make for a lunar year of only 354 days. Thus, with a lunar calendar, holidays come eleven days earlier each passing year. Islam follows a lunar calendar—which explains why in 2003 Ramadan began in late October, and why in 2022 Ramadan will begin in early April.


Since the Torah stipulates that the festival of Sukkot take place in the fall and that Passover be observed each spring, a strict lunar calendar was out of the question for the Jews. They solved this “solar vs. lunar” dilemma by creating a hybrid lunar-solar calendar that recognizes both the seasons and the monthly phases of the moon. To make it work practically, they add a thirteenth (i.e., “leap”) month approximately every third year—and refer to these years as “pregnant” because they are “bigger” years.


A short time later, when the Torah was given at Sinai, this practice of setting aside a weekly day of rest was formally demanded of God’s people. It is a mitzvah—a divine command to be carried out, not an interesting theory to be discussed and debated. Shabbat, as some have noted, is the only Jewish holiday observance that made it into the Ten Commandments: “Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work. But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it” (Exodus 20:8–11).





But listen as observant Jews discuss their experience. They positively gush about the Sabbath’s many delights. “Shabbat is like nothing else,” writes Nan Fink, a midlife convert to Judaism. “Shabbat is a meditation of unbelievable beauty.”12 Rabbi Ted Falcon compares it to “a special guest who comes to visit each Friday night and stays until nightfall on Saturday. This guest is so full of grace and light, so loved and so loving, that to have her arrive is a pleasure and to see her leave brings sadness.”13 Rabbi Yitzchok Adlerstein likens the Sabbath to “a week in Hawaii without ever leaving home.”14 And in his classic book on the subject, Jewish theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel called the time from sunset on Friday to sundown on Saturday “the most precious present mankind has received from the treasure house of God.”15


Why do practitioners of Shabbat rave about it so? For at least seven reasons:


1. Sabbath is a day of rest.


With the gift of Shabbat, God says to his people, in effect: “You’ve been scrambling and striving, creating and accomplishing for six straight days. Enough. Time for a much-needed break. Stop all you’re doing and simply be. Turn off your smartphones. Lose your to-do lists and relax. On this day, I want you catching your breath—and perhaps a few extra z’s. I want you to trust me—that even as you go off duty, I will continue running the universe. I have everything under control—this big, wide world and your mysterious, messy life too.”
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After winning the 1951 Pulitzer Prize for The Caine Mutiny, Herman Wouk found himself adapting his acclaimed novel for the stage. In January of 1954, with the play’s opening just two weeks away and the production mired in major rewrites, Wouk, an observant Jew, stunned his director. He announced on Friday afternoon that he was leaving the theater to observe Sabbath and that he would be back the following night.


The director came unglued. He reminded the author that time was running out—they couldn’t afford to lose an entire day. Investors had put hundreds of thousands of dollars into the project. The actors were still waiting for a finished script. “I’m sorry,” Wouk replied, “but my religious commitments are more important to me than revising the play.”


Wouk departed. When he returned on Saturday night, the tension in the theatre was palpable. Wouk, however, was rested and refreshed. Able to see the script’s flaws with a new perspective, he quickly solved them.16





This commitment to a day of rest is perhaps best pictured in an old New Yorker cartoon that shows a man in Jewish garb, briefcase in hand, walking down a busy city street. He’s on his cell phone telling someone, “And remember, if you need anything, I’m available 24/6.”


The idea of a day off doesn’t mean that Shabbat is to be marked by worldly amusement and leisure. “It is a day filled, not with vain pursuits, but with edifying ones… a day intended to refresh the soul.”17


2. Sabbath is an exercise in remembrance.


Setting aside life’s urgencies, observers of Shabbat are able to recall all that is important. They remember with awe the creation of the world—that all people and things belong to the one who made them. In ceasing their labors, they remember Egypt’s oppressive taskmasters who made the Israelites labor endlessly—and feel gratitude for God’s deliverance. Finally, they remember the eternal covenant that God made with Israel—the Sabbath serving as a perpetual sign of the Almighty’s promise to make the Israelites a holy people (Exodus 31:13).


Through the hectic hubbub of the workweek, it’s easy to forget these eternal realities and slip into a kind of spiritual slumber. Sabbath involves waking up to ultimate truths and being mindful. This does not mean, however, that the Sabbath is a somber and gloomy exercise.


3. Sabbath is a time for rejoicing.


At sunset on Friday in Jewish communities, the spirit of anticipation is tangible. The mood is festive. Dressed-up family members sit down to a candlelit feast. As the wine flows, the joy increases, often expressing itself through Sabbath songs. Funny stories are told. As Anita Diamant says, “Shabbat is not a solemn occasion. Along with the candles, wine, and challah, smiles and laughter belong at the table.”18


4. Sabbath is a focus on relationships.


The goal of Shabbat—and all Jewish holidays—is intimacy with God and connection with the people of God. Rushing through life at a breakneck pace, most people offer up hurried, half-hearted prayers (if they think to pray at all). Or they are physically present but emotionally distracted in their interactions with loved ones, coworkers, and friends. On Shabbat, by stepping away from all the electronic gadgets that have conditioned us to jump every time they beep, the stresses of everyday life begin to dissipate. Celebrants create the time and space necessary to engage with God and one another on a deep and meaningful heart level.


5. Sabbath is an opportunity to reorder one’s soul.


The cessation of everyday busyness brings moments of stillness. Here is an opportunity for solitude and study. The Talmud teaches that God gave Israel the Sabbath for this very reason, that his people might study the Torah. To paraphrase Norman Lamm, it is through quiet meditation that Sabbath celebrants are able to make themselves available to higher impressions.19 This kind of quiet reflection provides needed perspective. It recalibrates the heart and restores a sense of sanity to the soul.


6. Sabbath is an invitation to renewal.


Rabbi Irving Greenberg has said that Shabbat is not simply a day of being. It is also “a day of becoming.”20 Through the ages, the Jewish people have discovered that the twin practices of reading the sacred texts and praying together with God’s “holy people” (Deuteronomy 28:9) have a transformative effect. In this regard, observing the Sabbath is a highly practical way of carrying out the mitzvah (i.e., commandment) of Leviticus 19:1–2: “The LORD spoke to Moses: ‘Speak to the entire Israelite community and tell them: Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy’” (CSB).


After six days in a gritty world that continually chips away at our integrity and smudges our souls, the seventh day is a gracious invitation to enter into a purposeful time of renewal and re-creation.


7. Sabbath is a time of recommitment.


Greenberg further explains three important things that Shabbat does: (1) it gives us a tantalizing glimpse of the redeemed world yet to come; (2) it invites us to briefly savor that perfection; and (3) it commands, “Now, go and make it happen!”21


Through the “taste of paradise” that is Shabbat, the people of God are reenergized. They find new resolve. With joyful hearts and holy intention, they are equipped to go and “repair the world” (tikkun olam).


How significant is Shabbat to the Jewish people? Consider this: it is the only day of the week when funerals and weddings are prohibited. Indeed, all expressions of overt mourning are prohibited. Fast days that fall on Shabbat are moved to the following day—the only exception is Yom Kippur. And Shabbat is the only day of the week with a name. The other six days are described solely in terms of their relationship to the Sabbath: “the first day toward Shabbat,” “the second day toward Shabbat,” and so forth. Jews spend the week waiting, preparing for, and looking forward to Shabbat. A new item of clothing, a new serving dish, a new toy acquired during the week—all are saved to be enjoyed first on Shabbat.


The implication is clear: all aspects of Jewish life and time, including all the other holidays, revolve around Shabbat. It is the apex, the crown, of each week. It is holy and set apart from all other days. It is, in the words of Joseph of Hamadan, “a soul for the other six days; they derive their nourishment… from it.”22


The Practices of Sabbath


Thinking of Shabbat in three parts—Friday night, Saturday morning, and Saturday afternoon—helps us understand the various aspects of observing Sabbath.


Just as Sunday worship customs vary from one Christian family or congregation to another, Shabbat traditions look different in different Jewish homes and synagogues. But one reality never changes: restrictions against engaging in creative labor on the Sabbath require a good bit of planning and preparation before the Sabbath.23


Much of this planning involves food preparation. (Remember: Shabbat is a day full of good food, and plenty of it!) But other responsibilities—work/business demands, laundry, shopping, errands, house cleaning, yard work—must also be handled in advance too. Still, there are always things left undone. And, spiritually speaking, this is the point. Shabbat is the time when no matter how incomplete the fruits of our labor are in this world, we are happy with and accepting of creation as it is. Even if the laundry didn’t get folded, it’s a reminder to be grateful for what is, and to wait patiently for what could and should be.


What Happens during the Friday Night Shabbat Celebration?


The table is set on Friday with the best a family has: this might include fine linen, crystal, china, and silver, or a white tablecloth and special Shabbat dishes. As the sun begins to set, it is common in many Jewish homes for mothers or children to bring out small tin cans or containers.24 These boxes are used to collect money for various charitable organizations. Anita Diamant describes this practice, called tzedekah, as “a way of both sharing happiness and of recalling that the world requires our attention.”25


No later than eighteen minutes prior to sunset, the evocative Shabbat candle-lighting ceremony takes place. The woman of the house lights at least two lights, usually in the form of wax candles or oil with wicks. The candlesticks used in this ceremony are typically beautiful, adhering to the rabbinical principle of hiddur mitzvah. In the warmth and glow of the candlelight, blessings are then spoken. The parents bless the children. The priestly blessing from Numbers 6:24–26 is pronounced. Some families sing the well-known “Shalom Aleichem,” a song acknowledging the presence of God’s angels on Shabbat. This is followed by one of the most beautiful familial moments of the week: singing aloud together from Proverbs 31 (vv. 10–31) before the meal. This offers the family a chance to remember how much of the planning, preparation, and atmosphere of Shabbat is made possible by remarkable, hardworking wives and mothers.


Next, the wine is consecrated in a ceremony called the kiddush. Some families stand; others sit. Some drink from a single cup or goblet; others, from separate glasses. In every case, the vessels used are special and beautiful.


A hand-washing ritual follows, along with another prayer. Then comes the blessing over the bread (called challah). Easy to make, challah is a rich, sweet bread with a soft texture that is often shaped into a braid. Hearkening back to God’s command to the ancient Israelites to collect a double portion of manna before the Sabbath (Exodus 16:22–23), it is customary to have two challah loaves on the table. These loaves are typically covered by attractive embroidered cloths.





[image: image] What’s Kiddush?


The Torah commands God’s people to “remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy” (Exodus 20:8). The verb translated “remember” is the Hebrew word zachor. Because this word is used in connection with wine elsewhere in the Bible (see Song of Solomon 1:4 and Hosea 14:7), Jews engage in a special kiddush ceremony (the word means “to make holy” or “to consecrate”) at the beginning of Sabbath and on other holy days in which a standard prayer of blessing is said over the wine in Hebrew: Barukh Atah Adonai, Eloheynu Melekh ha-olam, boray p’ree ha-gafen. Translated, this means “Blessed are You, Eternal One our God, King of the Universe, Who creates the fruit of the vine.”





Finally, the Shabbat Friday night meal officially begins. And what a feast! Food is so important, such an indispensable part of Jewish life, that Rabbi Eliezer wrote, “If there is no flour, there is no Torah.”26 Even families that are not financially prosperous strive to make the Friday night dinner memorable. The goal isn’t so much to be fancy as it is to make the occasion special, to make a little more effort for things to stand out.


Many families sit around the table and engage in focused, unhurried conversation. This is also a time for guests, when there is abundant time to welcome friends and relatives together to join in the Sabbath joy. In more religious homes, the meal is eaten late, so that the family can attend services at the synagogue (shul or beit knesset), where congregants greet one another with the phrase Shabbat Shalom (“Sabbath peace be upon you”).





[image: image] What’s a Kippah?


The Talmud says, “Cover your head, so that the fear of Heaven will be upon you” (Shabbat 156b). This explains why observant Jewish males (and these days, also some females) wear a kippah, a traditional round cap, brimless and typically embroidered or made of cloth. In Yiddish, it is called a yarmulke. This head covering is not a fashion statement. It’s a way of showing humility before God and honor to God, a way of reminding the wearer to be reverent in thought, word, and deed.





After the meal (cleanup is usually kept to a minimum), as after all meals, Jews recite the Birkat Ha’Mazon prayer, the “Grace after the Meal.” On Shabbat, this prayer has some special additions. And in the spirit of unhurried joy that is Shabbat, the prayer is often sung together to happy melodies.





[image: image] What’s a Mezuzah?


Deuteronomy 6 contains the Shema, one of the most familiar and beloved passages in the Bible. In these verses, the people of God are commanded to love the one true God exclusively and wholeheartedly, to live out all his commands, and to pass on their faith to their children. In addition to binding his commandments on their hands and wearing them as emblems on their foreheads (v. 8), God further commands his people to “write them on the doorposts” of their houses and gates (v. 9).
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