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Volt ikh gehat koyekh,

Volt ikh gelofn in di gasn,

Volt ikh geshrign hoyekh,

Shabbos, Shabbos, Shabbos.

If I had the strength, I’d run in the streets, I’d scream at the top of my lungs:

Shabbos, Shabbos, Shabbos. Boy, do we need Shabbos.

But today is Yom Kippur, a day of confessions, so in the spirit of the day, I

have a confession to make: I enjoy memorizing Latin quotes. Here’s the more

embarrassing part: one of my favorite Latin quotes is about doing nothing. The

quote goes as follows: Mihi enim liber esse non videtur, qui non aliquando nihil

agit1 - for a person who does not sometimes do nothing does not seem to me to be

free.

In other words, true freedom is the ability to pause, to rest, to do nothing.

Are we free?

1 Cicero, De Oratore, 2:24
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I feel free on Shabbat, when I get to engage in some of my simple pleasures:

like playing board games. Shabbat is usually the only day of the week when I have

time to play them. When I was in rabbinical school, a few classmates and I played

Settlers of Catan most Shabbat afternoons. For me, this was a delightful form of

rest and relaxation, a light and enjoyable way to spend time with friends.

It’s challenging to explain the power and importance of relaxing on Shabbat

when we’re so accustomed to filling every moment of our time with something

quote-unquote “productive.” So I’ll try to paint a picture. One of my favorite parts

of Shabbat afternoon these days is when I sit on the floor of Asher’s playroom and

just watch him play with his toys and books. Sooner or later, I end up lying down,

and then he comes and jumps on my belly, which I don’t find very restful, though I

do think it’s Shabbosdik in its own way - it’s a time for connecting with my son in

the simplest ways.

But Shabbat is not the only day of the week when we’re meant to rest and

connect with loved ones. We’re meant to connect with others - and to get some rest

- every single day of our lives. One of my mentors reminded me of this when he

wrote about his 35th college reunion, highlighting some of the most impactful

responses that he had read in the comprehensive class survey. I’d like to share

some of those questions and answers:

What has been your most gratifying experience in life?
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● Having made, however modestly, some positive change in some

people’s lives

● Taking care of my mother in her old age

● Seeing my children become adults with good hearts

What do you regret most in life?

● Deciding that growing up meant spending less time with my parents

and family

● Hurting people, especially those who cared about me along the way

● The time with my children and spouse lost forever to the pursuit of

money and success

Have you fundamentally changed?

● I’m learning to be less self-centered

● More humility. More compassions for myself and others

● I no longer feel that my whole value depends on getting the highest

ratings

What advice do you have for classmates?

● People are always more important than things

● Realize that the envy part of life is over.
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● Your kids and your grandkids aren’t going to love you because of your

resume2

Having officiated many funerals, I can affirm that most people do not

remember their loved ones by their resumes. I remember my own father not as an

optometrist or an avid jogger, but as a gentle, soft-spoken man who told silly dad

jokes. I remember him as a lover of the natural world, enjoying time strolling

outdoors through city parks. I remember him as a lover of music, not just because

he liked to play guitar and sang, but because he listened eagerly and attentively and

spoke joyfully when we discussed and listened to our favorite music.

Our neighbor Rabbi Harold Kushner once quipped that no one ever lay on

their deathbed wishing they had spent more time on their business.

This witty remark teaches us something important - something that the Black

activist, chaplain, and theologian Tricia Hersey understood when she founded the

Nap Ministry, an organization that examines the liberating power of naps.  I know

our instinct is to laugh at an organization with a focus on naps. But rest is both

serious and holy work.

The Nap Ministry facilitates immersive workshops and performance art that

examines rest as a radical tool for community healing. They believe that rest is a

2 Rabbi Gordon Tucker, “Arriving at the Foothills of Wisdom,” a Sermon for Yom Kippur 5767 (2006), in
Torah for Its Intended Purpose: Selected Writings (1988-2013), pp. 137-138
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form of resistance and that sleep deprivation is a racial and social justice issue.

They seek to deprogram the masses from grind culture.3

Tricia Hersey reminds us that rest is not only for after working like a

machine and getting burnt out. Rest is a portal to healing and liberation. Rest is a

human right. And while we all need sleep to survive, other forms of rest may not

look the same for all of us. Prayer or meditation can be rest. Lingering as you savor

a delicious meal can be rest. Sipping tea on the couch while reading. A leisurely

walk outside in your neighborhood, soaking in the natural sights. Joyous physical

movement, whether running or swimming or dancing or chasing a toddler, can be

rest as well - if that’s what refreshes and rejuvenates you in the moment.

This is something more than work-life balance. It’s life itself. And in

Judaism, it is a weekly spiritual practice and obligation - for ourselves and for

everyone who works for and with us. The Torah is clear that we must enable our

employees, the foreigners who live within our midst, even our animals, to rest on

Shabbat. The Torah describes God Herself resting on the seventh day of existence

after creating the world - on that day shavat va-yinafash, God paused and rested,

God stopped and re-nefesh-ed, re-ensouled Herself. Our souls are refreshed and

rejuvenated through stopping, through doing nothing, through rest.

3 https://thenapministry.wordpress.com/about/

https://thenapministry.wordpress.com/about/
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COVID-19 was the beginning of a wake-up call - or, perhaps, a Shemittah, a

release, and a Shabbat, a restful pause - in that people noticed how frantic and

unsustainable the pace of life was before the pandemic. But instead of learning

from the experience, instead of changing our expectations and ways of being,

instead of doing less and being more, we reached back for the ever elusive goal of

endless productivity. We transformed basements and bedrooms into home offices

and stayed up late into the night typing away on our computers. We still felt guilty

for taking sick time, let alone vacation time.

And we’ve been told we should be fighting tooth and nail to return to a

quote-unquote “normal,” going back to in-person offices, trying to enjoy ourselves

at in-person gatherings, while the pandemic is still raging, while we continue to be

invited to attend Zoom meetings and webinars at all hours of the day and night.

When we are willing to allow work and media into our lives all day, every

day, at all hours, we send the message that work and productivity are the most

important things in life. This is simply not true. But when we act as if it were, we

lose out on simple pleasures, rest, and real connection

Jewish tradition affirms that work is important, tells us that we should labor -

six days a week. But each of the six workdays is meant to have limited hours. We

are not meant to be working all night long, going to sleep exhausted and waking up

unrested. I don’t know about you, but that’s not how I want to live, nor is it a
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sustainable way to live. Together, we can change our ways. We can protect family

time, social time, and leisure time with firm, clear boundaries, keeping rest sacred

and safe from work.

I know that I’ve been asking us to respond to many serious issues over the

course of these High Holidays. But if you take up any of my requests, please let it

be this one: rest. Rest yourself, urge your family members, friends, employers, and

employees, your neighbors and community members, to rest. Help them do less so

that they can be more. Help them, and help yourself, un-learn the way we’ve been

taught to equate our worth with how much we can produce.4

I don’t know about you, but I’m tired.

I’m tired of the endless onslaught of bad news from antisemitism to the

climate crisis. And I’m tired of our society’s expectations of endless productivity.

And that’s not to mention how tired we are from the most important things in our

lives - taking care of our family members and friends during a pandemic. Perhaps

we could take better care of each other if we took better care of ourselves by

resting, not just weekly but daily. Doing something, anything that rejuvenates us -

something more than shoveling food down our throats between Zoom calls and

errands.

4 Paraphrased from and inspired by Tricia Hersey, in “Rest Is A Divine Right,”
https://www.playboy.com/read/the-playboy-symposium-rest-is-a-divine-right?utm_source=instagram&ut
m_medium=social&utm_campaign=editorial&utm_content=symposium_rest_story and
https://sixtyinchesfromcenter.org/tricia-hersey-a-testimony-on-liberation-theology-and-rest-as-inheritance
/

https://www.playboy.com/read/the-playboy-symposium-rest-is-a-divine-right?utm_source=instagram&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=editorial&utm_content=symposium_rest_story
https://www.playboy.com/read/the-playboy-symposium-rest-is-a-divine-right?utm_source=instagram&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=editorial&utm_content=symposium_rest_story
https://sixtyinchesfromcenter.org/tricia-hersey-a-testimony-on-liberation-theology-and-rest-as-inheritance/
https://sixtyinchesfromcenter.org/tricia-hersey-a-testimony-on-liberation-theology-and-rest-as-inheritance/
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It’s time to observe Shabbat, and to bring Shabbat into each and every day.

Yom Kippur is Shabbat Shabbaton - the Sabbath of all Sabbaths, when we pause

fully and reflect on life and death, love and loss, our mistakes and our hopes, our

failures and our dreams. And at the end of the day, we’re promised forgiveness and

joy - if we could just pause and rest. Rest is the key to this liberation because it

allows space for healing and growth.

This year, let’s rest. We need rest to heal from the ongoing pandemic and all

of the traumas and losses that we’ve suffered. We can do less and be more.

I’ll close with a poem by Pablo Neruda, “Keeping Quiet,” translated by

Alastair Reed5 - one that I think captures the simple beautiful power of the sacred

human right that we call rest:

Now we will count to twelve
and we will all keep still.

For once on the face of the earth,
let’s not speak in any language;
let’s stop for one second,
and not move our arms so much.

It would be an exotic moment
without rush, without engines;
we would all be together
in a sudden strangeness.

5 Translation from https://onbeing.org/poetry/keeping-quiet/, Pablo Neruda “Keeping Quiet”,
EXTRAVAGARIA © Pablo Neruda, 1958 and Fundación Pablo Neruda.

https://onbeing.org/poetry/keeping-quiet/


Yom Kippur Morning 9

Fishermen in the cold sea
would not harm whales
and the man gathering salt
would look at his hurt hands.

Those who prepare green wars,
wars with gas, wars with fire,
victories with no survivors,
would put on clean clothes
and walk about with their brothers
in the shade, doing nothing.

What I want should not be confused
with total inactivity.
Life is what it is about;
I want no truck with death.

If we were not so single-minded
about keeping our lives moving,
and for once could do nothing,
perhaps a huge silence
might interrupt this sadness
of never understanding ourselves
and of threatening ourselves with death.
Perhaps the earth can teach us
as when everything seems dead
and later proves to be alive.

Now I’ll count up to twelve
and you keep quiet and I will go.


