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Background 
 

Back when I was in college, my roommates and I were hosting a Friday night dinner. After we 

sat down and made Hamotzi, we noticed the smell of smoke. And I should preface the story by 

saying that at the time we were very young and not very bright.  

 

Sure enough, someone had put one of the washing towels too close to the stove and it had caught 

fire. It wasn’t flaming; it was just kind of smoldering and smoking. We decided one of us should 

try to find a non-Jew to put it out.  

 

I don’t know if this still true, but when I went to college, there were two groups of people: 

Observant Jews having Friday night dinner in their dorm rooms; and everyone other student on 

campus who was decidedly not in their dorm rooms on Friday night. The building was a ghost 

town.  

 

We lived on the 8
th

 floor. The only chance I thought would be to find someone in the courtyard 

on the ground floor.  

 

So I started down the stairs, smoking towel in hand.  

 

And sure enough the courtyard was deserted, except for one Asian-American student on roller 

blades playing hockey. I didn’t know him, but I recognized him from the KCCC.  

 

Before there was a center for Jewish life, we were much more ecumenical. The Jewish 

community shared space with all other kinds of faith groups. And Friday night after services, the 

room where we davened would often get turned over for events run by the KCCC: The Korean 

Campus Crusade for Christ.  

 

So I flagged him down and I said, “I’m sorry to bother you, but I have something of an unusual 

request.” 

 

Before I could continue, he looks at me and he says, “Let me guess: That towel is on fire; it’s 

your Sabbath and you can’t put it out so you want me to. No problem.”  

 

In one fell swoop, with his hockey stick, he poked the towel out of my hand and skated off into 

the night.  

 

Never before had I had so much appreciation for the Korean Christian community.  

 

The secret of Shabbat is out. Maybe it’s less true in other parts of the country, but certainly here 

in New York City – from the doormen to the dry cleaners – everybody knows about Shabbat. But 

at the same time that knowledge of Shabbat is on the rise, our collective capacity to preserve 

Shabbat seems to be on the decline.  

 

I don’t consider myself an alarmist (who does?), but in my view it’s not an exaggeration to say 

that Shabbat as we know it is under assault.  
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A generation ago, the gadgets that lured people away from Shabbat – the phone, the television, 

the kids’ video games – were predominantly the province of the home. A person could take a 

walk, or go to shul, or visit the park and escape into the realm of Shabbat. But now the gadgets 

follow us into our sanctuaries.  

 

Today is Shabbat Shuvah. It’s a Shabbat reserved for addressing issues that require our 

immediate attention and our immediate action. Ahad Ha-Am famously said that more than the 

Jews have kept the Sabbath, the Sabbath has kept the Jews. We know it empirically and from our 

own experience. Shabbat has always been and continues to be our religion’s gateway: The entry 

point for baalei teshuva and the exit for those on a path away from observance.  

 

When the state of Shabbat is strong, the state of Judaism is strong. But when the state of Shabbat 

becomes precarious, the very fate of our community hangs in the balance. When our holy 

Shabbat becomes mundane, we need to stop and take notice.  

 

It’s my conviction that the solution begins with us. I want to argue that Shabbat is an 

extraordinary commodity that we’ve taken for granted and under-appreciated. And I predict that 

as technology and science continue to advance at breakneck speed, the value of Shabbat will 

continue to soar, but only if we fully embrace it. In thinking about how to prioritize our time and 

resources in the coming year, I want to make the case that investing in Shabbat will be one of the 

most prudent investments we can make – both for us as individuals and as a community.  

 

To advance my argument, I want to do something a little unconventional. Yom Kippur in the 

Torah is referred to as Shabbat Shabbaton: The Sabbath of Sabbaths. So I want to use Yom 

Kippur as a lens through which to explore three themes: Three messages that emerge from an 

examination of Yom Kippur that actually teach us about every other Shabbat of the year. We 

don’t have to be bystanders; we don’t have to watch passively as Shabbat slips through our 

proverbial fingers. There’s actually something we can do.   

 

So allow me to frame our discussion with three questions: 

 

1 Why the 9
th

?  

 
If we go back to the source – to the first time we learn about Yom Kippur in the Torah – we find 

a very unusual formulation.  

 

It shall be to you a sabbath of solemn rest, and you 

shall afflict your souls; on the ninth day of the month 

at evening, from evening to evening, you shall 

celebrate your sabbath.” 

  ויקרא פרק כג 1

ֶכם לב) ַׁשַּבת ַׁשָּבתֹון הּוא ָלֶכם ְוִעּנִיֶתם ֶאת נְַפׁשֵֹתי
ְּבִתְׁשָעה ַלחֶֹדׁש ָּבֶעֶרב ֵמֶעֶרב ַעד ֶעֶרב ִּתְׁשְּבתּו 

 : ַׁשַּבְּתֶכם

 

There’s no other holiday that’s formulated like this.  

 

So the first question is: What does this mean? We know the day of Yom Kippur is on the 10
th

 of 

Tishrei. And we know the Jewish day starts in the evening. So what do we make of all this 

language around the 9
th

 of Tishrei?  
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2 Atonement without Teshuvah? 

 
If our first question is textual, my next question is theological.  

Rebbe said: With regard to every transgression in the 

Torah – whether one repents or not – Yom Kippur 

atones… except one who casts off the yoke [of heaven 

by denying the existence of God]; one who speaks 

irreverently about the Torah; and one who violates the 

covenant of circumcision. If such a one repents, Yom 

Kippur atones; if not, Yom Kippur does not atone.  

 שבועות יג. 2

רבי אומר: על כל עבירות שבתורה, בין עשה 
יום הכפורים  -תשובה בין לא עשה תשובה 

מכפר, חוץ מפורק עול ומגלה פנים בתורה 
יום  -ומפר ברית בבשר, שאם עשה תשובה 

אין יום הכפורים  - ואם לאו  הכפורים מכפר,
 .מכפר

 

As faithful Jews, we take it as axiomatic that Teshuvah is an indispensable ingredient in any 

recipe for atonement. The penitent man can accomplish extraordinary things – but only if he does 

his penance. So how do we explain this source? Putting aside his exceptions, Rebbe says Yom 

Kippur is mechaper without any action. It’s baffling. Is he saying that the sinner should just wait 

around until Yom Kippur arrives and magically his sins will be forgiven? What could that 

possibly mean? 

 

3 Yovel and Yom Kippur: What’s the Connection? 
 

And finally, I want to ask a question that emerges from the very end of Yom Kippur. When 

Neilah is finally over and the Chazzan is singing his last Kaddish, we blow the Shofar. Maybe 

there are other symbolisms, but the basic reason for this is that we’re commemorating the 

practice of the Yovel year.  

 

8 And you shall count seven sabbaths of years for 

yourself, seven times seven years; and the time of the 

seven sabbaths of years shall be to you forty-nine years. 

9 Then you shall cause the trumpet of the Jubilee to 

sound on the tenth day of the seventh month; on the 

Day of Atonement you shall make the trumpet to 

sound throughout all your land. 10 And you shall 

consecrate the fiftieth year, and proclaim liberty 

throughout all the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a 

Jubilee for you; and each of you shall return to his 

possession, and each of you shall return to his family.  

 ויקרא פרק כה 3

ח) ְוָסַפְרָּת ְל" ֶׁשַבע ַׁשְּבתֹת ָׁשנִים ֶׁשַבע ָׁשנִים 
ֶׁשַבע ַׁשְּבתֹת ַהָּׁשנִים  ֶׁשַבע ְּפָעִמים ְוָהיּו ְל" יְֵמי

 :ֵּתַׁשע ְוַאְרָּבִעים ָׁשנָה

ְוַהֲעַבְרָּת ׁשֹוַפר ְּתרּוָעה ַּבחֶֹדׁש ַהְּׁשִבִעי ט) 
ְּביֹום ַהִּכֻּפִרים ַּתֲעִבירּו ׁשֹוָפר  ֶּבָעׂשֹור ַלחֶֹדׁש
 :ְּבָכל ַאְרְצֶכם

י) ְוִקַּדְׁשֶּתם ֵאת ְׁשנַת ַהֲחִמִּׁשים ָׁשנָה ּוְקָראֶתם 
רֹור ָּבָאֶרץ ְלָכל יְֹׁשֶביָה יֹוֵבל ִהוא ִּתְהיֶה ָלֶכם ּדְ 

ְוַׁשְבֶּתם ִאיׁש ֶאל ֲאֻחּזָתֹו ְוִאיׁש ֶאל ִמְׁשַּפְחּתֹו 
 :ָּתֻׁשבּו

 

The question is why? Why do we blow the shofar of Yovel on Yom Kippur? To sound it on 

Rosh Hashana makes perfect sense. It’s the 50
th

 year that sets free the slaves and the debtors. 

Why not sound the Shofar at the first possible opportunity?  

 

But it’s not just odd from a logistical perspective. It’s odd from a theological perspective. Yom 

Kippur is a day of teshuva, kapara and self-abnegation. Just imagine the joy of the freed slaves 

and the now-solvent debtors. How do we reconcile the solemnity of the day with the jubilant call 

of the jubilee’s shofar?   
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Theme 1: Erev Shabbat 

 
So let’s take it from the top. Looking back at the first source, what does it mean for Yom Kippur 

to start on the 9
th 

of Tishrei?  

 

We’re not the first people to notice the unusual wording in the pasuk. The rabbis noticed it, too.  

 

Hiya bar Raf M’Difti taught: And you shall afflict 

yourselves on the 9
th

 [of Tishrei]. But do we fast 

on the 9
th

? We fast on the 10
th

! Rather it is to tell 

you: Whoever eats and drinks on the 9
th

 is 

considered to have fasted on the 9
th

 and the 10
th

.  

יומא פא: 4  

דתני חייא בר רב מדפתי: ועניתם את נפשתיכם 
בתשעה וכי בתשעה מתענין? והלא בעשור מתענין! 

מעלה  –אלא לומר לך: כל האוכל ושותה בתשיעי 
 עליו הכתוב כאילו התענה תשיעי ועשירי.

 

Right away we should notice that there’s a link between these two days – between Erev Yom 

Kippur and Yom Kippur itself.  

 

   יומא פא: רש"י 5

והכי משמע קרא:  -כל האוכל ושותה וכו' 
ועניתם בתשעה כלומר התקן עצמך בתשעה 

שתוכל להתענות בעשרה, ומדאפקיה קרא 
בלשון עינוי, לומר לך: הרי הוא כאילו מתענה 

  בתשעה.

This is the implication of the verse: And you shall afflict 

[yourselves] on the 9
th

. That is to say: Ready yourself on 

the 9
th

 so that you shall be able to fast on the 10
th

. And 

from the fact that the verse uses a formulation of 

affliction, one can deduce that [one who eats on the 9
th

 

is] considered to have fasted on the 9
th

.   

 

As Rashi indicates, we can’t just jump into Yom Kippur, we need to prepare.  

 

And the Beit Yosef frames this within a halachic context:  

 

  תרדאו"ה ס' בית יוסף  6

והא דמצוה להרבות במאכל ובמשתה ביום זה היינו כדי 
להראות שנוח ומקובל עליו יום הכפורים והוא שמח 

דכיון שיום הכפורים לקראתו על שניתן כפרה לישראל 
עצמו אי אפשר לכבדו במאכל ומשתה כדרך שמכבדין 

  טובים צריך לכבדו ביום שלפניו םשאר ימי

It is a Mitzvah to eat and drink more on this 

day…. For since on Yom Kippur itself it is 

impossible to accord honor to it by eating and 

drinking in the manner that we accord honor to 

the other festivals, one must honor it on the 

day before [Yom Kippur].     

 

According to the Beit Yosef, it’s not just that the 9
th

 is a special preparatory day. Erev Yom 

Kippur is appended to Yom Kippur so that we can fulfill certain specific obligations which are 

otherwise impossible to fulfil on Yom Kippur. Halachically, the 9
th

 is an extension of the 10
th

. 

And so what we can’t do on the 10
th

 for technical reasons – we do on the 9
th

! Namely eating and 

drinking.  

 

Some Hassidim take this even further: 

 

And it was the practice of the holy and righteous 

Rabbi Avraham Brandwein (1805-1865) to break 

bread on two loaves on Erev Yom Kippur.  

ספר טעמי המנהגים דף שכז 7  

וכן היה נוהג הרב הצדיק הקדוש מהר"א מסטרעטין 
 זלה"ה לבצוע בסעודה ערב יו"כ על לחם משנה.
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But putting aside the obscure practices, there’s something else all of us do the 9
th

, too – and not 

just because we can’t do it on the 10
th

:  

 

There is an obligation to confess on Erev Yom 

Kippur prior to sunset. But the sages cautioned: A 

person should confess prior to his [pre-Yom Kippur] 

meal, lest he become distracted at the meal [and 

forget to do so].  

תלמוד בבלי מסכת יומא דף פז עמוד ב 8   

תנו רבנן: מצות וידוי ערב יום הכפורים עם חשכה. 
אבל אמרו חכמים:  יתודה   קודם שיאכל וישתה, 

.שמא תטרף דעתו  בסעודה   

 

Or as the Rambam famously has it: He has to confess before the meal lest he choke and not make 

it to Yom Kippur at all. We don’t find such a phenomenon on any other holiday. We don’t blow 

shofar on Erev Rosh Hashana in case we don’t make it to Rosh Hashana. We don’t pick up a 

Lulav on Erev Sukkot just in case we don’t make it Sukkot.  

 

R. Yehuda Aryeh Leib, the second Gerrer Rebbe, makes a beautiful observation:  
 

 

פירוש שפת אמת יומא פז: 9  

 לכאורה, ועשירי תשיעי התענה' כו בתשיעי ושותה האוכל כל' בגמ שם

 תשיעי דאכילת נראה לכן, בעשירי מתענה באמת דהא מיותר עשירי

 ד"ונלע, באמת שמתענה עשירי לבד תענית' וי' ט כתענית הוי עצמו
) ב ז"פ( דלקמן הטעם תמוה דלכאורה במנחה כ"בעיו מתודין ט"דמה

 מועיל מה מ"דמ קשיא גופא והיא בסעודה דעתו תטרף שמא דקאמר

 ל"אפ' והי], העינוי יום שהוא בעשירי מצוה היא דהוידוי' [ט דיום וידוי
 מהא הכי משמע לא אך, כלל ישתכר לא שוב מתודה שהוא דכיון

 בסעודה קלקלה דבר אירע שמא ערבית דמתודה הטעם התם דאמרינן

 ש"א ש"ולמ, ל"כנ וקשה הסעודה דקודם בוידוי די' הי ה"דבלא דמשמע
 :באמת עשירי כתענית הוי תשיעי דאכילת

 
It appears that eating on the 9

th
 is like fasting on the 10

th
, 

irrespective of actually fasting on the 10
th

. And it appears to 

me that it is for this reason that we confess on Erev Yom 

Kippur at Minchah. 

 

What the Sefat Emet is arguing is not just that the day before is the necessary precursor to Yom 

Kippur. And it’s not just that by dint of circumstance we’re forced to eat and drink before Yom 

Kippur. The 9
th

 of Tishrei in some sense is actually a part of the 10
th

 itself – so much so that we 

can start the exercising the practices that rightly belong to the province of Yom Kippur on the 

day before.   

 

The preparatory day and the day itself are mutually reinforcing. Of course the preparation in 

advance makes the day itself possible. But because it’s so closely attached to Yom Kippur, the 

day that precedes it is endowed with a special identity of its own.  

 

So allow me now to transpose this argument onto Shabbat: 
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And I’ll begin with a question: Something we probably all learned in grade school and have 

never thought about since. Why do we have lechem Mishna on Shabbat? Of course we know that 

it’s because a double portion fell on Friday. 

 

R. Abba said: On Shabbat a person must break 

bread on two loaves as it is written, a double 

portion. 

שבת קיז: 10  

חייב אדם לבצוע על שתי ככרות אמר ר' אבא בשבת 
 דכתיב לחם משנה.

 

But there’s a problem. It’s a very beautiful tradition to remember the מן. But if that’s what we’re 

trying to do, we should have a double portion before Shabbat! By the time Shabbat rolled around 

in the wilderness, the first part of the double portion had already been consumed on Friday! 

 

What I’d like to suggest is that the answer derives from the continuation of the story.  

 

22And so it was, on the sixth day, that they gathered twice 

as much bread, two omers for each one. And all the rulers 

of the congregation came and told Moses. 23Then he said 

to them, “This is what the Lord has said: ‘Tomorrow is a 

Sabbath rest, a holy Sabbath to the Lord. Bake what you 

will bake today, and boil what you will boil; and lay up 

for yourselves all that remains, to be kept until morning.’ 

שמות פרק טז 11  

ְׁשנֵי -- ֶלֶחם ִמְׁשנֶהכב ַויְִהי ַּבּיֹום ַהִּׁשִּׁשי, ָלְקטּו 
נְִׂשיֵאי ָהֵעָדה, ַוּיִַּגידּו -ָהעֶֹמר, ָלֶאָחד; ַוּיָבֹאּו ָּכל

-ּוא ֲאֶׁשר ִּדֶּבר ה'ְלמֶֹׁשה.  כג ַוּיֹאֶמר ֲאֵלֶהם, ה

- קֶֹדׁש לה', ָמָחר:  ֵאת ֲאֶׁשר-ַׁשָּבתֹון ַׁשַּבת-

ְּתַבְּׁשלּו ַּבֵּׁשלּו, ְוֵאת - ּתֹאפּו ֵאפּו, ְוֵאת ֲאֶׁשר
ַהּבֶֹקר- ָהעֵֹדף, ַהּנִיחּו ָלֶכם ְלִמְׁשֶמֶרת ַעד- ָּכל   

 

This then is the explanation. We’re not just commemorating the מן, we’re meant to remember the 

episode in its entirety. In the next verse, the Torah tells us: הוא אשר דבר ה' שבתון שבת קודש. 

[Putting Marah aside], this was the first time the Jewish people were ever introduced to the idea 

of Shabbat. Remember: the מן started falling before the Jewish people reached Har Sinai. It was 

the manna that tipped them off to the notion of Shabbat being a day apart. It’s not just that 

preparing for Shabbat allowed them to keep Shabbat in a utilitarian sense; preparing for Shabbat 

initiated them into the notion of Shabbat in the first place! Lechem Mishna is our way of 

signaling that – as much as Shabbat comes whether or not we are ready – it’s actually our human 

initiative and preparation that gives Shabbat its identity.   

 

In medieval Ashkenaz, there was actually a practice to bake four חלות on Friday and eat one of 

them on Friday morning! Friday and Shabbat are conjoined!  

 

Just like Erev Yom Kippur and Yom Kippur are inseparable, so are Erev Shabbat and Shabbat.  

 

A man is driving in Jerusalem late on Friday afternoon in search of a place to park. The clock is 

ticking and he is running out of options. He’s circling around and around. He just can’t find 

anything. Finally, he turns to the heavens and he says, “Hashem, if you find me a parking space, 

everything is going to change. Shabbos, Kashrut… I’m going to do it all better.”  

 

He rounds the corner and sure enough right in front of him is a parking spot.  

 

He looks up and he says, "Never mind. I found one." 
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We love to live on the edge.  

 

I sometimes wonder if the rabbis built in those 18 minutes just so people would appreciate the 

value of 18 minutes. You can shave, shower, change, make dinner, set the table… and still have 

time to check your email one last time. It’s amazing what we can do in those 18 minutes. 

 

It’s almost too trite to say, but what we get out of Shabbos is a direct function of what we put 

into it. Of course it’s a challenge – and in the winter even more so.  

 

Rav Soloveitchik famously lamented this state of affairs:  

 

Rav Soloveitchik, On 

Repentance pg. 88 
True, there are Jews in America 

who observe the Sabbath. . . But, it 

is not for the Sabbath that my heart 

aches; it is for Erev Shabbat. There 

are Sabbath-observing Jews in 

America, but there are not Erev 

Shabbat Jews who go out with 

soulful intentionality and hearts 

racing [with anticipation] to greet 

the Sabbath. 

נח-על התשובה דף נז 12  

 

 
 

How many of us have memories of the way our bubbies and zeidies used to prepare for Shabbat? 

What are we doing to prepare? Beyond the stressful pragmatics, what are we doing to on Friday 

to maximize the spiritual potential of Shabbat?  

• Maybe it’s a phone call to a relative or someone alone; 

• Maybe it’s a ritual we develop around setting up the candles or choosing the wine; 

• Maybe it’s thinking up a dvar torah or provocative question for conversation at dinner. 

The specific substance is almost beside the point. But it has to be something.  

 

We’ll talk in a few moments about why I think Shabbat is such a valuable commodity. Before we 

do, it’s worth appreciating that there’s something we can do to improve our relationship to 

Shabbat even before it begins. To the extent we can carve out a greater portion of Friday and turn 

it into Erev Shabbat, we’ll be well on our way toward elevating the extraordinary day that 

follows.  

 

Theme 2: Community  

 
And now to our second question: 

 

Rebbe said: With regard to every transgression in the Torah – 

whether one repents or not – Yom Kippur atones… except one 

who casts off the yoke [heaven by denying the existence of 

 שבועות יג. 13

רבי אומר: על כל עבירות שבתורה, 
בין עשה תשובה בין לא עשה תשובה 
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God]; one who speaks irreverently about the Torah; and one 

who violates the covenant of circumcision. If such a one 

repents, Yom Kippur atones; if not, Yom Kippur does not 

atone.  

יום הכפורים מכפר, חוץ מפורק עול  -
ומגלה פנים בתורה ומפר ברית בבשר, 

יום הכפורים  -שובה שאם עשה ת
אין יום הכפורים  -מכפר, ואם לאו 

 .מכפר

 

It’s unbelievable! How does this work? Can this really be? (And how do we explain Rebbe’s 

exceptions?) Can we really achieve atonement just by dint of Yom Kippur’s existence? What 

about our need to confess our sins and make amends?  

 

The Tosafot Yeshanim take the question even further:  

 

Why [do we say] that the Temple was destroyed on 

account of our sins? With the exceptions of the three 

sins [Rebbe mentioned], Yom Kippur should have 

atoned for them?! 

  תוס' ישנים יומא פה: 14

דאל"כ למה חרב הבית בשביל עונותינו כיון 
שיום הכפורים מכפר חוץ מג' דברים דפורק 

 עול וכו'

 

How can we say “because of our sins we were exiled?” If Yom Kippur atoned for our sins, we’re 

good to go!  

 

As Tosafot already suggested and Rav Soloveitchik developed so magnificently… the atonement 

Yom Kippur provides is only a partial atonement. There are two elements to consider: The 

individual and the communal. Of course the individual needs to repent in order to be forgiven. 

But communally, atonement is still effective even without teshuva. According to Rebbe, such is 

the power of the day. Even if an individual fails to personally repent, he can ride the coattails of 

the community and be granted some level of atonement simply by virtue of his membership 

within the greater group.  

 

The rabbis disagree and maintain that Teshuvah is indivisible. Only the penitent man enjoys the 

benefits of being part of a penitential community.  

 

Their debate is one of degree. What level of attachment must one express to reap the benefits of 

membership? Rebbe has a lower bar; the rabbis’ bar is higher. But fundamentally they all agree 

that membership has its spiritual privileges. To tap into the power of Yom Kippur and the 

atonement it affects, one needs to tap into the power of the Jewish people; one needs to be part of 

the community. Which is why even Rebbe agrees that people who actively detach themselves 

from the community cannot benefit from its atonement. 

 

What I want to argue is that this notion of community is equally indispensable when it comes to 

Shabbat.  

 

We all know that the basis for the laws of Shabbat is מלאכת המשכן. They’re juxtaposition in the 

Torah tells us that – despites the importance of the Tabernacle – its construction doesn’t 

supersede Shabbat. And the 39 creative acts involved in building the Mishkan are the very same 

39 forbidden labors on Shabbat. 
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The Torah prefaced the building of the Tabernacle 

with the command to observe Shabbat to indicate that 

the building of the Tabernacle does not supersede 

Shabbat.  

רש"י שמות לה:ב 15  

ששת ימים: הקדים להם אזהרת שבת לצווי 
ת המשכן לומר שאינו דוחה את השבת.מלאכ  

 

I want to go just one step further. 

 

I want to argue that the connection between the Mishkan and Shabbat isn’t just textual, it’s 

philosophical. Building the Mishkan and building Shabbat are two sides of the same coin. 

 

When Moshe came down from the mountain to discover the people ensconced in sin, the Torah 

tells us his impression:  

 

Moses saw that the people were out of control – since 

Aharon had let them get out of control – such that they 

were a menace to anyone who would oppose them.  

  שמות לב:כה 16

ְפָרעֹה -ִּכי  ָהָעם, ִּכי ָפֻרַע הּוא- ַוּיְַרא מֶֹׁשה ֶאת
 ַאֲהרֹן, ְלִׁשְמָצה ְּבָקֵמיֶהם

 

The people were peruah, meaning “wild, disorderly, chaotic, unruly, tumultuous.” What they 

needed was a new sense of purpose. He gave them Shabbat and the Mishkan.  

 

17 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant and Conversation 

Why these two commands rather than any others? Because Shabbat and the mishkan are the two 

most powerful ways of building community. The best way of turning a diverse, disconnected 

group into a team is to get them to build something together. Hence the mishkan. The best way of 

strengthening relationships is to set aside dedicated time when we focus not on the pursuit of 

individual self-interest but on the things we share, by praying together, studying Torah together, 

and celebrating together: in other words, Shabbat. Shabbat and the mishkan were the two great 

community-building experiences of the Israelites in the desert. 

 

So when we stop the work of the building the Mishkan, it’s not to stop working. We stop 

building a sanctuary in space and instead build – as Abraham Joshua Heschel put it – a sanctuary 

in time. It’s not cessation of work; it’s the engagement in a very different kind of work. But they 

both lead to the same place – they both support the goal of bringing people together for a 

common cause.  

 

Perhaps you’ll tell me that Shabbat is equally about the individual. Can’t one fully observe 

Shabbat on a desert island – or more realistically – without ever leaving his/her apartment on the 

west side? I would answer in the same manner the Rav explained Yom Kippur. Yes – there is an 

aspect of Shabbat that can be accomplished by the individual absent the community. But there’s 

another element that’s missing entirely. And to unpack it, I want to learn a little history with you.  

 

Remember the Sabbath day to sanctify it. 18 שמות כ  

 זכור את יום השבת לקדשו.

 

What do we do to infuse the day with sanctity? 
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And counter-intuitively, the answer is not that we make Kiddush. Making Kiddush is the means 

by which we fulfill the first mandate of the pasuk – making Kiddush is how we fulfil the Mitzvah 

of remembering Shabbat. But how do make it holy?  

 

The Ibn Ezra fills in the blanks for us:  

 

It always was the practice of the Jewish people 

close to Shabbat to travel to the prophets [to 

spend Shabbat with them] like the verse in 

Kings…. 

  פירוש אבן עזרע 19

ומנהג ישראל היה ללכת סמוך לשבת אצל הנביאים, כמו 
 .יו היום לא חדש ולא שבתמדוע את הולכת אל

  

The Ibn Ezra’s source goes all the way back to the prophet Elisha.  

 

Remember the story of the אשה שונמית? There was a woman from Shunem. She and her husband 

were very hospitable to Elisha and thanks to his blessing they had a son. When that son fell ill 

and left the world of the living, the woman told her husband that she was going to visit Elisha on 

Har Carmel. It’s a beautiful story with a miraculous ending; but it’s the husband’s words that are 

most revealing for our purposes. He’s surprised by his wife’s sudden journey: 

 

And he said: “Why are you going to him 

today? It is neither Rosh Chodesh nor 

Shabbat?” And she said, “Shalom.” 

מלאכים ב פרק ד פסוק כג 20  

ָּבת ַוּיֹאֶמר ַמּדּוַע  ַאְּת  הֶֹלֶכת ֵאָליו ַהּיֹום ;א חֶֹדׁש ְו;א ׁשַ  
 ַוּתֹאֶמר ָׁשלֹום

 

  פירוש רד"ק 21

   – לא חדש ולא שבת

למדו רז"ל מזה כי חייב אדם להקביל פני רבו בשבת 
וברגל שנאמר לא חדש ולא שבת מכלל דבחדש ושבת היה 

 .לה ללכת אליו

Neither Rosh Chodesh nor Shabbat: The sages 

derive from her that one is obligated to pay a 

visit to his teacher on Shabbat and on the 

festivals, for it is written: Neither Rosh 

Chodesh nor Shabbat, implying that on Rosh 

Chodesh and Shsabbat she should be going to 

him [Elisha]. 

 

The woman’s journey occasioned a sense of surprise on the part of her husband because it wasn’t 

in advance of Rosh Chodesh or Shabbat. Those are the normal times people visit the prophet. 

Why, then, was she going? The story itself is not our concern. But its implication very much is. 

From time immemorial, there was a practice to gather around the prophet or the holy man on 

Shabbat. And when prophecy ended, the Jewish people found alternatives. 

22 Philo (25 BCE – 50 CE) Special Laws 2.60-62, Contemplative Life 30ff 

 

So each seventh day there stand wide open in every city 

thousands of schools of good sense, temperance, courage 

and justice and other virtues in which scholars sit in order 

quietly with ears alert and full attention, so much do they 

thirst for the draught which the teacher’s words supplies. 

They sit in order according to their age… Then the senior 

among them who also has the fullest knowledge of the 

doctrines which they profess comes forward with visage and 
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voice alike quiet and composed and gives a well-reasoned and wise discourse… Women too 

regularly make part of the audience with the same ardor and the same sense of their calling. The 

wall between the two chambers rises up from the ground to three or four cubits… This 

arrangement serves two purposes: the modesty becoming the female sex is preserved, while the 

women sitting within earshot can easily follow what is said since there is nothing to obstruct the 

voice of the speaker.  

 

But what we see from Philo in the 1
st
 century, and Josephus echoes this, too, is that Shabbat was 

a time for the community to come together to study.  

And it’s clear from the Mishna (Megillah 4:1), too, when we’re told that Torah reading was 

already firmly established on both Shabbat morning and Shabbat afternoons.  

 

And I’ll offer you one final source. 

 

According to Shmuel, why recite Kiddush in the 

synagogue [on Friday night]? To allow guests to 

discharge their obligation – for they eat, drink and sleep 

in the synagogue. And Shmuel follows his own 

reasoning, for he says that one may only recite Kiddush 

in the place where he eats his meal. 

  .פסחים קא 23

  ?ושמואל, למה לי לקדושי בבי כנישתא

לאפוקי אורחים ידי חובתן,דאכלו ושתו וגנו 
בבי כנישתא. ואזדא שמואל לטעמיה, דאמר 

 .שמואל: אין קידוש אלא במקום סעודה

 

So it’s no wonder that we find in early Talmudic times that people were making themselves at 

home in the synagogue. 

 

Of course it’s possible that there were travelers and wayfarers who would pass through a given 

town and need a place to stay. But it’s equally possible that the synagogue was their destination! 

If they lived in an outlying town with no community to speak of, it should not surprise us at all to 

find Jews attaching themselves to a shul for Shabbat. And the practice was so common that the 

halacha took into account this population. Under normal circumstances you make Kiddush only 

in the place where you eat. If no one is eating in shul, you shouldn’t actually be allowed to make 

Kiddush! 

 

And of course in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries with the rise of Hassidism, it became especially 

important for Hassidim to spend Shabbat with the Rebbe.  

 

Perhaps you know the story of the three Hasidim who were debating over whose Rebbe was the 

greatest. “My rebbe is very powerful,” the first one says. “He was walking once, and there was a 

huge lake in his path. He waved his handkerchief, and there was lake on the right, lake on the 

left, but in the middle there was no lake." To which the second responded, "That's nothing. My 

rebbe is even more powerful. He was walking once, and there was a huge mountain in his path. 

He waved his handkerchief, and there was mountain on the right, mountain on the left, but in the 

middle there was no mountain!" Said the third, "Ha! That is still nothing! My rebbe is the most 

powerful. He was walking once on Shabbos and there was a wallet crammed full of cash in his 

path. He waved his handkerchief, and it was Shabbos on the right, Shabbos on the left, but in the 

middle there was no Shabbos!" 
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What I want to argue is that throughout the thousands of years of Jewish history, Shabbat has 

always been the time that we’ve come together as a community. Because it’s when we’re 

tethered to the community that we can be our best selves. 

 

I’m not a sociologist and I’m afraid I can’t share with you empirical data, but here on the West 

Side I would guess that for every person we see in shul on a given Shabbat there are three or five 

or 10 that we don’t. And I don’t have in mind only secular Jews with little or no Jewish 

background. I have in mind, too, Jews who consider themselves affiliated or traditional or 

Orthodox – Jews who went to day schools and yeshivas – but simply haven’t found a home. Or 

to put it differently – haven’t found a community.  

 

Shabbat is many things. But this has to be one of them. Yes, we have lots of outreach to do; but 

we also have lots of in-reach to do. 

 

And if you’ll tell me you don’t know them… You do know them. They live in your building. 

They come to shul on Yom Kippur and Tisha B’Av and Purim and Simchas Torah. They may 

not be on our membership list, but they’re here. And they’re on facebook and they’re friends 

with your friends.  

 

We’re not going to bring back every disaffected Modern Orthodox Jew on the West Side this 

morning. We’re not going to open up the eyes of every Jew on our block that’s never stepped 

foot in our building. But naming the issue and making it part of our public discourse is assuredly 

a step in the right direction.  

 

Yom Kippur doesn’t work for people who have detached themselves from the community. 

Shabbat doesn’t work either.  

 

But the converse is equally true. Once a person is attached, they’re not just quantitatively 

different because now they’re part of a group. They’re qualitatively different because now 

there’s another dimension to their persona.  

 

When you belong, someone has your back: Someone is looking forward to seeing you; someone 

notices when you’re absent. If you’re here this morning, you’ve surely felt this at one time or 

another – hopefully often. You’ve felt what it means to belong to something larger than yourself. 

I’m making an appeal for all of us to do more to help the people not in this room feel it, too. We 

have to invite them to come daven with us; we have to invite them to come learn with us; we 

have to invite them to our homes for dinner and lunch; and if that’s too ambitious… well they 

can always come for Kiddush. 

 

Just look around this room and imagine what it would look like if each of us brought one friend. 

For those whom we bring back… their lives will be transformed. And so will ours.  
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Theme 3: Freedom 
 

Which brings us to our final question and with this we’ll start to wrap up. 

 

Why do we blow the shofar of Yovel on Yom Kippur? To sound it on Rosh Hashana makes 

perfect sense. It’s the 50
th

 year that sets free the slaves and the debtors. Why not sound the 

Shofar then?  

 

What’s more, the joy of slaves going free and joy of debtors finding a fresh start doesn’t really 

comport with solemnity of Yom Kippur, a day devoted to repentance and atonement. How do 

reconcile these themes? 

 

To answer this question, I want to propose that we reorient our vocabulary around the topic of 

sin. Of course there’s a larger philosophical question, which is: How do we conceive of sin? 

What happens in the moral universe when we violate the Torah? I ask this question because if we 

want to know how to achieve atonement, how to gain forgiveness, how to set things right – we 

need a decent way to conceptualize what’s gone wrong. If you think of Macbeth, for instance, sin 

is a stain that can’t be washed away. What’s the image of sin in the Torah? Any ideas?  

 

The most classic metaphor in the Torah is a burden – something that has to be carried. 

 

If a person sins – when he has heard a public 

curse and – although able to testify as one who 

has seen or knows of the matter – if he does 

not speak – he will bear his sin.  

ויקרא ה 24  

א) ְונֶֶפׁש ִּכי ֶתֱחָטא ְוָׁשְמָעה קֹול ָאָלה ְוהּוא ֵעד אֹו ָרָאה אֹו 
 יָָדע ִאם לֹוא יִַּגיד ְונָָׂשא ֲעֹונו

 

And Cain said to Hashem: My sin is too heavy 

to carry.  
  ד בראשית 25

 :יג) ַוּיֹאֶמר ַקיִן ֶאל ה' ָּגדֹול ֲעֹונִי ִמּנְׂשֹא

 

 בראשית נ 26

 ּכֹה תֹאְמרּו ְליֹוֵסף ָאּנָא ָׂשא נָא ֶּפַׁשע ַאֶחי" ְוַחָּטאָתם ִּכייז) 

ָרָעה גְָמלּו" ְוַעָּתה ָׂשא נָא ְלֶפַׁשע ַעְבֵדי ֱא;ֵהי ָאִבי" ַוּיְֵבְּך 
  :יֹוֵסף ְּבַדְּבָרם ֵאָליו

  

So shall you say to Joseph: “Carry away please 

the sin and iniquity of your brothers who 

treated you so harshly.” Therefore please carry 

away the sin of the servants of the God of your 

father.   

 

It’s a metaphor; it’s an idiom. So we have to be cautious about reading over-literally. But at face 

value, we could say that sin is a burden to bear. We have something similar in English. We talk 

about guilt or other feelings weighing on us. We confess ours sin and we would say in English: 

“It felt as though a burden was lifted off my chest.” 

 

But there’s a different rabbinic idiom – which is also very ancient – that attaches to the language 

of sin. And you actually don’t have to go far to find it. Just turn to Onkelos.  

 

Onkelos (35-120 BCE) was the famous roman nobleman who converted to Judaism and 

eventually wrote the standard translation of the Torah into Palestinian Aramaic.  
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Just look at how Onkelos translates these three examples.  

 

27 Onkelos Translation  סואונקלתרגום  תנ"ך 

If a person sins – when he has 

heard a public curse and – 

although able to testify as one 

who has seen or knows of the 

matter – if he does not speak – 

he will receive his debt.  

ואנש ארי יחוב וישמע קל מומי והוא 
סהיד או חזא או ידע אם לא יחוי 

 ויקביל חוביה

 ויקרא ה
א) ְונֶֶפׁש ִּכי ֶתֱחָטא ְוָׁשְמָעה קֹול ָאָלה 

ְוהּוא ֵעד אֹו ָרָאה אֹו יָָדע ִאם לֹוא יִַּגיד 
 ְונָָׂשא ֲעֹונו

And Cain said to Hashem: My 

debt is too great to repay. 

 חובי(יג) ואמר קין קדם יי סגי 

 מלמשבק:

  בראשית ד

ֶאל ה' ָּגדֹול ֲעֹונִי ִמּנְׂשֹאיג) ַוּיֹאֶמר ַקיִן  : 

So shall you say to Joseph: 

“Remove please the debt and 

iniquity of your brothers who 

treated you so harshly.” 

Therefore please remove the 

debt of the servants of the 

God of your father. 

יז) כדין תימרון ליוסף בבעו שבוק 
ן לחובי אחך ולחטאיהון ארי כע

בשתא גמלוך וכען שבוק כען לחובי 
עבדי אלהא דאבוך ובכא יוסף 

 במללתהון עמיה:

יז) ּכֹה תֹאְמרּו ְליֹוֵסף ָאּנָא ָׂשא נָא ֶּפַׁשע 
ַאֶחי" ְוַחָּטאָתם ִּכיָרָעה גְָמלּו" ְוַעָּתה 

ָׂשא נָא ְלֶפַׁשע ַעְבֵדי ֱא;ֵהי ָאִבי" ַוּיְֵבְּך 
  :ף ְּבַדְּבָרם ֵאָליויֹוסֵ 

 

 

These are just a few handy examples. There are hundreds. And you’ll find them too across 

virtually all the Targumim – all the Palestinian translations of the Torah. 

 

Sin is not a burden; it’s a debt to be repaid.  

 

And the whole rabbinic framework around how to understand sin is based on the notion of debts 

and repayment.  

 

When we say that someone is guilty in the language of the Mishna, what do we say? We say they 

are חייב. We translate it as guilty. But more precisely, it means liable, indebted.  

 

Or think of the word פורענות – retribution. It’s the collection of a debt. To be פורע is to collect.  

 

So now we can return to our question. What’s the connection between Yovel and Yom Kippur? 

 

It all fits perfectly.  

 

Yes, Yom Kippur is day of teshuva and kappara – but now we can say something even more 

fundamental: Yom Kippur is a day of freedom more generally.  

 

Sinners are absolved of the theological debts they owe just as debtors are absolved of their 

monetary debts. So Yom Kippur is the perfect day to blow shofar of the yovel year. 

 

What emerges is that Yom Kippur is the day we celebrate our freedom, our release from the 

debts of sin. And when we blow shofar at the end of that special day, we’re signaling that we’re 

now free.   
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And this also explains why we start Yom Kippur with Kol Nidrei. There’s a perfect thematic 

connection. We release all of our bonds – including those that derive from vows we’ve made that 

hold us to certain terms and conditions. 

 

Shabbat is likewise a day of freedom.  

 

“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 9 Six days 

you shall labor, and do all your work, 10 but the seventh 

day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall 

not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your 

male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, 

or the sojourner who is within your gates.  

 שמות פרק כ 28

 :זָכֹור ֶאת יֹום ַהַּׁשָּבת ְלַקְּדׁשֹו

 :ֵׁשֶׁשת יִָמים ַּתֲעבֹד ְוָעִׂשיָת ָּכל ְמַלאְכֶּת"

ַתֲעֶׂשה ְויֹום ַהְּׁשִביִעי ַׁשָּבת ַליקָֹוק ֱא;ֶהי" ;א 
ָכל ְמָלאָכה ַאָּתה ּוִבנְ" ּוִבֶּת" ַעְבְּד" ַוֲאָמְת" 

 :ּוְבֶהְמֶּת" ְוגְֵר" ֲאֶׁשר ִּבְׁשָעֶרי"

 

No one is beholden to anyone else on Shabbat. Not your servant; not your employee; not your 

animal. All the bonds that normally restrict us, and tie us to given responsibilities and 

relationships are all rendered inactive on Shabbat. On Shabbat, everyone goes free. 

 

29: The renowned psychologist Eric Fromm puts this beautifully in his book: And You 

Shall Be As Gods  
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And Rabbi Sacks echoes this sentiment as well: 

 

30 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Letter in a Scroll, 136ff 

 

 

 

 

To the untrained eye, Shabbat looks like a day of restrictions and constraints. Far from it. There 

could be no greater freedom than that which we enjoy on Shabbat.  

 

Just read the headlines ….  

 

Technology-Free Vacation:  
7 Places Where You Can 
Escape the Internet 
 

 

 

 

The Prettiest Places Off the Grid: Remote islands, 

country resorts, and other disconnected destinations 

will force you to relax 
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National Day of Unplugging 
 

Do you have multiple cell phones? Take your ipad to the beach on vacation? 

Ever find it hard to get through a conversation without posting an update to 

Facebook? Is your computer always on? 

We increasingly miss out on the important moments of our lives as we pass the 

hours with our noses buried in our iPhones and BlackBerry’s, chronicling our 

every move through Facebook and Twitter and shielding ourselves from the 

outside world with the bubble of “silence” that our earphones create. 

If you recognize that in yourself – or your friends, families or colleagues— join 

us for the National Day of Unplugging, sign the Unplug pledge and start living a 

different life: connect with the people in your street, neighborhood and city, 

have an uninterrupted meal or read a book to your child. The National Day of 

Unplugging is a 24 hour period – running from sundown to sundown – and starts on the first Friday 

in March.  

 

• There’s the national day of unplugging. 

• There are Wi-Fi free zones with no network connectivity where people can go to be off 

the grid. 

• There are apps that make your cell phone temporarily unavailable.  

 

A generation ago, who could have predicted that the ancient institution of Shabbat would be so 

radically ahead of the times? Who could have known that the treasure we’ve preserved for 3,000 

years would become a kind of universally acknowledged antidote to the addictive quality of 

today’s technology. And I can assure that Shabbat’s stock will only continue to rise.  

 

It’s not easy to renounce technology for a day. Both sociologically and neurologically the draw is 

very powerful. Nobody wants to feel as though the world is passing them by. But my contention 

is that unplugging is not a net loss; it’s a massive gain.  

 

People are paying thousands of dollars for the privilege of disconnecting. We get to do it once a 

week for no charge.  

 

We talk about kids and teens and their phones. The problem is not the kids; it’s us. If we care 

about Judaism and we care about Shabbat, we have to model for the next generation what it is we 

love about it and why it matters so much. We have to show them the value of connecting with 

real people in real time rather than on facetime. They’ll know what a treasure Shabbat is for them 

when they see what a treasure Shabbat is for us.  

 

Conclusions: 
 

Every so often it’s worth looking in the mirror and asking ourselves an honest question. In 

thinking about the energy we put into the observance of Shabbat, is this the best we can do?  
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I don’t purport to have all the answers; but at the very least it’s my hope that some of what we’ve 

talked about today will trigger more conversation.  

 

Yom Kippur is many things. One of them is Shabbat Shabbaton. As the holiest day of the year, 

it’s also a lens through which to view the holiest day of the week. 

 

I’ve tried to argue that there are three qualities of Shabbat that we under-appreciate. 

 

First: The sense that Erev Shabbat matters. We can’t take for granted that when the sun sets 

Shabbat will begin and all will magically be right with the world. Like the day before Yom 

Kippur, Friday is suffused with the spirit of Shabbat. To the extent we can elevate Erev Shabbat, 

Shabbat itself will undoubtedly follow. 

 

Second: Community matters. For people who have detached themselves from the community, 

Yom Kippur simply isn’t effective. And neither is Shabbat. Yes: It’s technically possible to 

observe Shabbat as an individual; but the institution of Shabbat was never designed this way. It’s 

meant to be observed together with other Jews – in shul, at Kiddush, around the dinner table. It 

was always so. And in our hyper-atomized world where home base is a silo, the need for a time 

and a place where individuals can find comfort within the bosom of a community has never been 

more pressing. 

 

And finally: Like Yom Kippur, Shabbat is a day of liberation. No one can exercise authority over 

our time or form expectations about our productivity. We’re beholden only to the demands of the 

day; obliged only to honor our ancient traditions. The halachot that constrict our mundane 

activities are – in reality – the ones that set us free.     

 

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev was once looking out of his window, watching people 

rushing across the town square. He leaned out and asked one of them, “Why are you running?” 

The man said, “I’m running to make a living.” R. Levi Yitchak replied, “Are you so sure that 

your livelihood is running away from you and you have to rush to catch it? Perhaps it’s running 

towards you and all you have to do is stand still and let it catch up with you.” 

 

As Rabbi Sacks once put it: Shabbat is the day we stand still and let our blessings catch up with 

us. 

 

As much as Shabbat is the day of rest, it’s also the day that never rests. Each week it beckons; it 

calls out and reminds us that we are free to live more fully.  

 

And so as we look out onto the horizon of the coming year, I hope the setting of the Friday sun 

will take on a new sense of urgency. Never have we needed Shabbat more. And never has 

Shabbat needed more from us.    
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