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Rest: The Work of our Moment 

A Teaching for Erev Rosh Hashanah 5782/2021 by Rabbi Katie Mizrahi 

 

A year ago in the midst of heavy duty lock down, I took hope from some desperate 

places.  The spirituality of disruption I would call it.  The idea that in all of the 

breaking and losing and stopping, there was hope to be found in spite of, maybe 

because of, the pain.   

This great global pause has disrupted more than just the hugs and interchange 

which sustain us. It has also interrupted so much of what was not good about our 

pre-pandemic lives.  Carbon commuting.  Systemic racism.  Lifestyles of 

unsustainable consumption.  So much more. 

In the disruption I saw opportunity.  It was challenging deep assumptions.  Making 

us aware.  It was showing us we could change. 

I admit, as of yet, the pandemic has not so far ushered in the era of utopian 

enlightenment I’ve been praying for!  

Even so, there is one arena in which profound transformation seems to be 

unfolding with unstoppable force: and that is the arena of work.   

People are losing jobs and quitting jobs.  Companies are deciding whether to go 

permanently remote.  Countries are experimenting with 4 day work weeks.   
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Low wage workers have finally been recognized as “essential,” even as they 

continue to suffer low wages and occupational hazards.   

Parents have had a long, difficult “meditation” on the links between childcare, 

school, work, and the consequences of an inadequate social safety net.   

We are still in the midst of it all.  Even as as other pre-pandemic ways begin to 

resume, our way of working continues to transform. 

I believe we may be seeing a once-in-a-century economic re-shuffle which 

challenges our assumptions and gives us the chance to reconstruct the meaning of 

work in our lives and our culture as we emerge.   

Rather than reverting to what we thought we knew before the pandemic, it’s a 

chance to let bigger questions illuminate the way forward.  Questions that go far 

beyond matters of professional employment.  

What is the work humanity is meant to do in this world and what is the particular 

work of our moment? 

Again, I’m talking here about work in a bigger sense than just our jobs.  I’m 

talking about the ways in which human beings relate to the world around us and 

the purpose which motivates our actions. 
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You may know that this past summer I had a mini sabbatical, and ironically, I 

spent much of it studying and writing about how the concept and practice of work 

is changing right now, and what Jewish tradition might have to say about it.   

And the paradox I see emerging is this: some of the most important work of our 

moment is rest.  For the sake of humanity.  For the sake of the earth.  A kind of 

stillness that asks us to move away from an exploitative, unsustainable relationship 

with ourselves, other humans, and the planet. To put it another way - After 7 weeks 

off this summer, I have come to the conclusion that Shabbat is going to save the 

world! 

Please let me explain… 

First of all, let’s just remember that when we’re talking about the nature of work 

and rest, the Jews have already had a three thousand year very juicy discussion 

about this topic as we’ve wrestled with the meaning and practice of shabbat.  So 

thank God, there’s a lot to guide us. 

Commanded to Rest 

My sister pointed something out to me recently. Isn’t it curious, she said, that there 

is a commandment to rest and not a commandment to work?  Wouldn’t we expect 

that people would naturally prefer to spend our time resting than working?   
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Yet God seems to think that we need a reminder, even a commandment, to rest. 

There seems to be an assumption that we will, for some reason, perhaps by our 

very nature, perhaps out of necessity, work without being commanded to work. 

I can relate to that.  

There are times I have trouble letting go of my work.  When my mind can’t release 

it.  When the job seems to demand it.  Times I tell myself I may be tired but I have 

to push through because someone needs me, or it’ll just pile up worse if I take the 

time.  Or I’ll disappoint someone.  Or whatever state things are in just isn’t good 

enough. Or maybe I’m just afraid of what I might feel or need to face if I stop 

being so busy.  There are a million excuses to keep working all the time.   

No, God doesn’t have to tell us to work, apparently.  God tells us instead to rest.  

But that is only part of the commandment if you look closely.   

The commandment to rest on shabbat is one of the “big 10”.  If you have studied, 

you may know that there are two versions of those 10 commandments in the Torah 

– one in the book of Exodus and one in the book of Deuteronomy.   

Each instance has an identical passage which makes it clear – shabbat is not just 

for Jews, it’s not just for free people, it’s not even just for people.  We are 

commanded to give rest to ourselves, our servants, and even the animals we use for 

labor.   
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In the Exodus version, the Torah explains the origin of shabbat in this way: “for in 

6 days did God make the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, and 

God rested on the 7th day,” (Exodus 20:11). 

This is the text I turn to when I tell myself I’m not allowed to rest when I need it.  

Rest is a God-given right built into the very fabric of creation.  If even God needed 

a rest, surely us humans do.  And it’s not some kind of failing or weakness to 

regularly take time off. 

In Deuteronomy (5:14-15), the reason given for shabbat is quite different: 

“… that your manservant and maidservant may rest as well as you.  For you shall 

remember that you were a servant in the land of Egypt, and that Adonai your God 

brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, therefore 

Adonai your God commanded you to observe the sabbath day…”    

Here, the context for the 10 commandments is quite different.  Moses is giving his 

final farewell speech to a new generation as they are about to enter a new land and 

build a sacred society.  Shabbat becomes part of how they create a society that is 

holy and just, rather than just a new kind of Egyptian slavery.  

Moses reminds them of that our deep core identity as once-slaves means that we 

cannot live in ways that enslave ourselves or others to endless toil.  
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Instead, we are commanded to observe shabbat and to extend that shabbat to every 

person or creature who serves us.  

This has radical implications.  Practicing shabbat is not just a personal set of 

choices.  It’s about how we structure our economy.  What would it mean to remake 

our economy in a way that allows every person to rest every week?  

It’s an idea we are far from achieving in contemporary America.  Just ask the 

workers from the Kansas Frito Lay plant who had to strike to get a guaranteed 

weekly day off.  Or the single mothers who must hold multiple minimum wage 

jobs to stay above the poverty line.  Or the white collar executives who are 

expected to stay on top of email and text messages 7 days a week.  For so many, 

it’s not about personal choices – the deep structure of our current economic reality 

and culture of non-stop work violates the possibility of shabbat. 

Other parts of the Torah push the concept even further.  Not just human beings of 

every social and political status, not just our work animals, but even the Land itself 

deserves a rest.  This is the practice of sabbatical.  Shmittah.  Which is particularly 

relevant to our moment right now. 

As of this evening, passing into the year 5782, we officially begin a sabbatical 

year, according to the ancient calendar of the Jewish people.   
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Leviticus 25 describes sabbatical as a year-long “sabbath of complete rest” for the 

land.  Agricultural work ceases, and the people live on stored grain and whatever 

the land produces naturally.   

Deuteronomy 15 adds another dimension to the sabbatical year, the cancellation of 

debt and indentured servitude.  Every 7 years there is to be an economic and 

agricultural reset. Every seven years, sabbatical gives the land gets a break, and 

interrupts the economic systems which entrench wealth and poverty.   

In this way, both shabbat and sabbatical teach us alternatives to exploitation.  They 

invite us to consider ourselves, one another, and the Earth, as valuable in ways that 

go beyond economic utility.  One seventh of our time, we are invited to remember 

-- we are enough.  The Earth is enough.  Even in a state of unproductive being 

which earns no money and makes no progress towards achievement. 

At the risk of appearing slightly heretical, I’m going to share with you one of my 

favorite shabbat activities to demonstrate this point.  Some of you know this 

already -- I hereby confess, I am a closet Shabbat gardener.   

I do sometimes worry that I may be violating shabbat with my labors in the back 

yard.  But there are a couple of reasons I don’t consider it “work.”  For one thing, 

my garden is not the occupation that provides parnasah, a living, for my family.   
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But it’s more than that.  It’s about the way I relate to myself and the earth when 

I’m in the garden.  Part of what tells me I am on the right track is that I am not 

doing it for some kind of end product.  I may from time to time get to harvest a 

bunch of chard, but I’m in it for the pleasure of the process. My broccolini has 

spent as much time being a bunch of flowering bee food as giving us dinner.  We 

would starve quickly if we were trying to live off of my vegetable garden. 

When I’m in the garden on shabbat, I’m not working myself to the point of stress.  

I’m not squeezing the most I can out of the land.  I’m delighting in living things.  

In their beauty.  In the ways I can heal them and nurture them and receive my own 

nourishment and healing from them.  The “work” I do in the garden on shabbat is 

not exploitative, it’s generative. 

Perhaps if I were a farmer for my day to day employment I would need to stop 

gardening on shabbat. For me it is a welcome rest from the constant digital 

communication, the emotional work and brain work of my job.   

It’s not about fixing anything or checking off a list.  It’s about delighting in being 

alive. 
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Rest as Resistance  

As I was exploring the shifts in our culture of work this summer, I discovered 

some surprising contemporary movements challenging the workaholic norms 

around us.  There’s the “nap ministry” in Atlanta, which proclaims – “rest is 

resistance!”   Meanwhile in China, there is a growing movement called tangping, 

lying flat, born out of the manifesto of a 31 year old factory worker who quit to 

reclaim the “right to choose a slow lifestyle” instead of the “996” expectations of 

middle class Chinese culture – that is, working 9am to 9pm six days a week. You 

can find him on Youtube singing a song while lying flat on a couch, strumming a 

guitar.  (The video and his manifesto are banned on the Chinese internet.) 

I found both of these movements in an article, “Work is a False Idol” by Cassady 

Rosenblum, who writes about how the pause of the pandemic has led her and so 

many others to see the way our relationship to work isn’t “working”.  She writes: 

Here in the hills, the new silence of my days, deepened by the solitude 

of the pandemic, has allowed me to observe the state of our planet in 

the year 2021 — and it looks to be on fire, as our oligarchs take to 

space. From my view down here on the carpet, I see a system that, 

even if it bounces back to “normal,” I have no interest in rejoining, a 

system that is beginning to come undone. 
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Maybe there is another way. 

Even before 5782 ushers us into a sabbatical year this evening, the pandemic has 

already provided a rare glimpse into what a widespread economic pause looks like.   

For an extended stretch of time, the most important way for us to save lives, was to 

just stay home and stop our ordinary daily activities.  The order to shelter in place 

gave us a strange unfamiliar mandate in our American culture of pathological 

productivity.  

Stop all this endless doing.  All this constant transportation. 

Just Be. 

It’s enough. 

Now, the time of caribou taking over public spaces has passed.  The skies overhead 

are once again filled with loud airplanes. School in person has begun again. 

But what did we learn from the quiet of that pause? What could we yet learn or 

change as this disruption continues to play out in our lives? 

Many things I think.  Many things. 

Maybe we don’t have to get back on the frantic pre-pandemic hamster wheel.  

Maybe we can drive around less, work less, consume less, and rest more.   
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Maybe we can prioritize time with family more than we did.  Maybe we can carve 

out the time to read, to exercise, to bake, to garden – all those things we discovered 

at home when we didn’t have a choice but to be there. 

We would be better for it.  Happier.  And the earth would be happier too.    

There is SOO much more to say – we’ve barely even touched on what this could 

all mean for climate change and more sustainable ways for humans to live on 

earth!  But I promised I would try to do my part keeping this service shorter. I’ve 

already gone on too long… 

So in case I wasn’t clear yet I’ll try to say it plainly.   

As we begin to rebuild our world on the other side of this pandemic, I hope you 

can do yourself this favor. Don’t be in such a hurry to be in such a hurry again.   

Build in more rest.  It doesn’t have to be a traditional shabbat.  It doesn’t have to 

be completely lying flat.  It helps to do it with others.  It helps to have a regular 

rhythm.  Could be turning off the social media, having a regular special meal with 

people you love, or defending a slice of time for a hobby that has nothing to do 

with making money.  Could be saying no to one activity or yes to another. 

I want to end with this poem by Pablo Neruda … Keeping Quiet 
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Pablo Neruda -- Keeping Quiet 

Now we will count to twelve 

And we will all keep still. 

 

This one time upon the earth, 

Let’s not speak any language, 

Let’s stop for one second, 

And not move our arms so much. 

 

It would be such a delicious moment, 

Without hurry, without locomotives, 

All of us would be together 

In a sudden uneasiness. 

 

The fishermen in the cold sea 

Would do no harm to the whales 

And the peasant gathering salt 

Would look at his torn hands. 

 

Those who prepare green wars, 

Wars of gas, wars of fire, 

Victories without survivors, 

Would put on clean clothing 

And would walk alongside their brothers 

In the shade, without doing a thing. 
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What I want shouldn’t be confused  

With final inactivity: 

I want nothing to do with death. 

 

If we weren’t unanimous 

About keeping our lives so much in motion, 

If we could do nothing for once, 

 

Perhaps a great silence would 

Interrupt this sadness, 

This never understanding ourselves 

And threatening ourselves with death, 

Perhaps the earth is teaching us 

When everything seems to be dead 

And then everything is alive. 

 

Now I will count to twelve 

And you keep quiet and I’ll go. 

 

 


