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Introduction



SOMEWHERE ALONG THE WAY I became my mother. What’s more shocking to me is that somehow I became “the source for all things Jewish” for my friends. Why? How? After all, I’m not very observant. Maybe my friends think of me as an “expert” because of my involvement in my synagogue and local Jewish community. But more likely, it is because of the way I’ve chosen to keep my home and raise my children.

A lot of what I do is because of what my parents did. We had a mezuzah on our door and kosher meat in our freezer. My parents were very active in our synagogue, sent my sister and me to Hebrew school, and encouraged us to be involved in the synagogue youth group.

All the same, we didn’t light Shabbat candles often—rarely, in fact. But when we did, it was magic: My mom would set out the candlesticks in the special-occasions-only dining room. She would cover her head with a paper napkin, light the candles, wave her hands as if to gather in the warmth of the flames, and while covering her eyes she would whisper the ancient blessings. This is one of my most special, earliest memories.

But in my childhood home, the simple blessings over the candles, the wine, and the challah were really the only way Shabbat was distinguished from any other dinner. As I’ve explained, ours was very much a Jewish home, but I think we didn’t go beyond the basics of Shabbat because on some level we didn’t need to. We ate together every night. Every dinner conversation included me and my sister. Many nights after dinner we put together puzzles or played games as a family. Many Saturday mornings we went to services together, and we often spent weekends exploring museums or taking day trips.

Life was different then. When I was growing up, my father could come home at six o’clock every night. My sister and I didn’t have soccer games on the weekends. We didn’t have the amount of homework or number of activities our children do today. We modern moms have very little extra time on our hands.

So when my children came home from nursery school and said, “Mommy, it’s Friday. We have to have Shabbat,” my reaction was, “Ach, like I have time for this.” But I had signed up for the school challah program (meaning I had paid $100 to have my daughter, Sofie, come home with a braided loaf in her backpack every Friday), so I already had the challah; I also had candlesticks (a wedding present) and knew that somewhere in the pantry was a box of candles (that my mom probably bought). What I didn’t have was an excuse. Was I really going to tell my children, “Well, Daddy and I think it’s important enough to send you to a Jewish nursery school, but we don’t really feel like putting into practice what you’re learning about?” That would have been ridiculous. As a bonus, my husband, Jonathan—who is usually able to come home only well after the kids and I have eaten—promised to leave the office early enough to join us for dinner. So I made chicken (because isn’t that what you’re supposed to have?) and we had Shabbat.

The kids said the blessings. We talked about what they had learned at school. It was very cute. Not so cute that I felt compelled to repeat it every week—I mean the first couple of times you hear your three-year-old say the blessings it’s adorable, but it gets old. Plus, at the end of the busy week, takeout was calling to me; it would be so much easier to just pick up the phone and order pizza—then I wouldn’t have to clean pots and pans. So that was Shabbat in my home for many years. Although I was involved in our synagogue, Friday nights came and went like any other night. We would go out to dinner, maybe watch a movie, or order in. No different from Tuesday. Sure, once in a while the kids would come home from nursery school on Friday and ask to have a Shabbat dinner. I’d put out the challah and the Shabbat chazzerai they had made in school, but other than these things, it was no different from other nights. And after they graduated from synagogue nursery school and entered the public elementary school, they no longer had “Shabbat Sing” to remind them—and me—that Friday night was more special than others.

Then I heard a story that set my life and my family’s life in a new direction. During a synagogue board meeting we were debating changing the time of the Friday night service. An argument was made for starting the service earlier to allow families to go home and have Shabbat dinner. In support of this change, the Sisterhood president spoke about the Shabbat dinners she’d had as a child. Her smile widened, and I was transported to a different time as she told us how on Friday evenings her family would attend services and then go home to eat. Family and friends would eat and sing and talk for hours. Every Friday night! When I saw that joyful look on her face as she reminisced, I was enchanted by her memory and reminded of standing with my little sister as our mother lit the candles, and how special that was to me.

Over the next few weeks, I spoke to older women in the congregation about their families’ observances and they shared memories of their Shabbat celebrations over the years—the uninhibited discussions at the table, the concentration on family, the connections made with their children. I suddenly saw Shabbat not as a burden that would take extra time and effort, but as a gift I could give to myself and my family. I wanted a wonderful family dinner every week, one that would give Sofie and Jules memories of spending quality time with Jonathan and me, and here was the vehicle.

I came home and talked to Jonathan about it—after all, he would have to buy into this idea. I wasn’t sure how he would react. But he loved the thought of committing to a Shabbat dinner. Growing up, his family had dinner together every Friday night and he wanted to re-create this tradition in our home with our children. He remembered the beautiful dinners served in the dining room, and eating and talking with his family for hours. For him, it wasn’t only about being Jewish—it was about being a family. We made a deal: if I promised to make Shabbat dinner, he would get home in time to eat with us.

But what would I do? I knew about the paper napkins and the basic blessings, but what else? I began to learn more. And each week I slowly incorporated those ideas that spoke to me. I learned how to bless our children, and I am so grateful for this precious moment every week when Jonathan and I tell Sofie and Jules how much they mean to us. I learned how to relate the weekly Torah portion to our lives, and use these passages as a way of teaching the kids critical lessons in ethics and responsibility. Shabbat became a guaranteed time Jonathan and I could spend with our children and give them the tools to become the kind of people we pray they will grow to be.

But to be honest, it’s not always easy. As modern moms, we juggle crazy schedules. We are all very busy—with working and volunteering and keeping a home and raising a family, and on top of that are our active children who have music lessons, dance classes, and sports, and need us not only to help them stay organized, but also to schlep them to their myriad of activities. So things like synagogue services, observing holidays, and spending time together can get shoved to the background. Who has time to make a brisket, let alone have Shabbat?

This is what I mean when I write about being a Modern Jewish Mom. How can we simply take time out to remember to enjoy our family? How can we incorporate our beautiful traditions into our busy lives? And how do we give our children a foundation that not only grounds them spiritually but gives them an identity that connects them to their family and gives them pride and strength?

We turn to Shabbat.

Shabbat is the time we turn off the outside world and connect with one another. It is a wonderful way to ensure that in this day of ridiculous schedules and pressures, we have at least one meal per week together as a family. Unlike other holidays, Shabbat is not once-a-year special—it’s once-a-week routine. It’s “wake up, have coffee, get the kids ready for school, get some work done, bake (or buy) challah for Shabbat” routine. It’s the time we carve out each week to continue a centuries-old practice and by doing so, connect not only with our children but with generations who came before us.

We can and should raise children who enjoy spending time with family, and Shabbat can help us. This doesn’t mean we have to become frum (religious). It doesn’t mean you do everything. It means taking the time to figure out what feels comfortable and what works for you and your family. Only you can decide that. As the moms, we set the tone for the household, and incorporating new traditions does not have to be time-consuming. It takes just twenty minutes to make challah dough. And really, nothing sets the tone of the house faster than the smell of challah baking in the oven.

Sure, there are Fridays when I don’t feel like baking challah or cooking or setting the table all fancy, Fridays when I wish we could just go out for dinner. But I force myself to make Shabbat (and maybe on those busier weeks I’ll buy the challah or even order in) because my children have come to expect it from me. By now, Shabbat is part of the routine of their lives that gives them comfort.

Isn’t that what we need now? Comfort. And peace.

When I asked my son, Jules, if he liked when we had Shabbat dinner, he said he does like it because it’s something that “Mommy and Daddy do with us.”

That Mommy and Daddy do with us. I realize that it’s our doing that makes an impression on our children. It is not “do as I say, not as I do.” For children, it is “do as I do”—whether we intend for that to be or not.


Our actions matter. Just as we lead by example, we parent by example. Like it or not, our children are watching us, judging us, subconsciously deciding which actions of ours they will choose to reenact as adults. In other words, the kind of adults they will be is directly related to what you do as an adult now.

When my children attended our synagogue nursery school, and it was my turn to come to class on Friday morning and be “Shabbat mom,” I put a paper napkin on my head as I always do before I light the candles. “Why are you doing that?” the children asked. And I told them that this was the way my mother lit the candles and the way her mother lit the candles, and so now that I’m a mommy, it is the way I light the candles.

For me, it’s not about needing to cover my head—for then I could use a yarmulke or a lace doily or even a cloth napkin. It is fiercely important for me to have that paper napkin on my head because that’s what my mother and grandmother did.

I realize now that it was those little things my parents did that gave me a strong identity and sense of where I belong. And it is this knowing where you fit and belong that gives you the strength to move forward. It is the thought behind our actions that matters. It is the strength that comes from family and then through our faith that will carry our children. I want my children to be strong. I want them to know they have a place in the world. I want them to know where they come from and take pride in that.

So I think of Shabbat as a practical parenting tool. Using Friday night dinner to discuss lessons from the Torah or what is going on in the world provides a built-in excuse to teach our children morals and values and to enable us to gently find out more about what’s happening in our kids’ lives. Using candlesticks and kiddush cups that were once our grandparents’ gives us a chance to tell wonderful stories about family who are no longer here. Blessing our children each and every Friday reminds them at least once a week that we love them and they are so very special to us.

More and more, we are looking to put meaning into our families’ lives and give our children a sense of place in the world. Although we want our children to be successful and want them to have all they desire, we also want to give them knowledge of something deeper, something larger than themselves and more meaningful than the material things they can acquire. In giving them this bigger picture of the world and teaching them how they fit into that world, we are helping them realize that they are not alone—that they will always be part of something.

My mother once told me the greatest gift you can give to your children is to teach them how to love. Show them the strong relationship you have with your husband. Let them see you argue, and let them see you make up. Let them know you respect and appreciate and bless each other. Show them that a strong, lasting relationship is important enough to work on and put time into. I think about how close I am now with my mother and am mature enough now to recognize that our relationship is what it is because of the effort she has always made. By carving out time on Friday night to celebrate Shabbat with your family, you will find that you are teaching your children not only about your family and Jewish traditions, but also those lessons you can’t learn from any textbook. So while I’ll give you ideas for making Shabbat less nerve-racking and time-consuming, hopefully I will convince you that whatever it will add to your extremely full schedule, the effort will be more than worth it.

I’m not the only Modern Jewish Mom who rediscovered the joy in connecting on Shabbat. My friend Evie is married to a major movie studio producer. Years ago, she rebelled against her strict Sephardic upbringing and moved away from her family to California. She lived the fabulous Hollywood life. But even with her incredible, exciting life and her wonderful friends, she realized she was missing something. Once her daughter was born, Evie realized she missed her family and the support system they provided, so she and her husband and daughter moved back East. On one of her first days back, her mother called to ask if they had plans for Friday night. “We’re going out,” Evie said. “But it’s Shabbes,” her mother replied. In California, Shabbat had fallen off Evie’s schedule. Her mother’s invitation to Shabbat dinner made Evie remember how crucial this tradition was to her feeling of family. This was what she missed when she was in California. Now she has Shabbat every week. She told me, “Our traditions have lasted thousands of years. Just because it is ‘in’ now to behave a certain way doesn’t mean the tradition should change to reflect the now. If we did that—if we kept changing the tradition to meet our modern needs, it never would have lasted. The beauty is in the timelessness. I used to rebel against it, feeling it was old-fashioned and out-of-date. Now I understand the wisdom behind it.”

Through my family’s Friday nights together I have come to experience personally the wisdom behind Shabbat. I love that Shabbat brings Jonathan home to us early, and I believe Shabbat brings us closer as a family. I wanted to share what I’ve learned with other families, and that’s why I wrote The Modern Jewish Mom’s Guide to Shabbat. I am not a rabbi. I am not a Torah scholar. I am a young Jewish mom, and if what I do with my family inspires you to use any tradition to bring a sense of wholeness and peace into your home, then I know I’ve done good.

The Modern Jewish Mom’s Guide to Shabbat is not about doing everything at once. I don’t believe there’s a “right” way to do Shabbat. It’s about taking baby steps. Start with what speaks to you, and I promise, it will build from there. Each family is unique and will respond to different traditions. Some families will want to sing, others to debate, and others will simply say the blessings and eat together. Take from this book what you think will be meaningful for your family. No matter what you do, you will feel the essence of Shabbat in spending time with your husband and children.

The Modern Jewish Mom’s Guide to Shabbat focuses on the shabbesdik (feels Shabbes-y) rather than the halachic (according to the law, or what the Torah and the sages tell us to do). Although we will discuss some laws, or halachot, of Shabbat, what I am stressing is the spirit of Shabbat and how you can use the traditions of Shabbat to bring you closer to your children and give them memories they will want to share with their children.

I don’t remember the specific lectures my parents gave me over the years (I must admit there were many). But I do remember the wonderful evenings I spent with my mother, father, and sister. I remember boisterous holidays with aunts, uncles, and cousins and the wonderful, warm feelings those family-filled evenings brought. I remember my family calling me at college to sing with me the first time I lit Chanukah candles alone. I remember my little sister, Jennifer, and I, standing by our mother as she lit the candles, imitating her with paper napkins on our heads, and whispering gibberish into our hands because we did not yet know the words.

And I remember getting my first pair of candlesticks at my bat mitzvah. They were blue-and-white ceramic. I remember putting them in the china cabinet, knowing one day, when I was a mommy, I would put a paper napkin on my head, light the candles with my children by my side, and know what to whisper into my hands.
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1

A Little Kabbalah to Go with Your Challah




I THINK IT’S IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND the reasoning behind the rules. I’m more likely to do something if I understand the rationale behind it. It’s the child in me asking, “Why?” and craving more of an answer than “Because I said so.” For example, when I was in Hebrew school and we were learning the laws for keeping kosher, I asked why we separate milk from meat. My teacher explained that this was because we shouldn’t boil a baby animal in its mother’s milk. That answer struck a chord—it spoke to me on a humane level and is one of the reasons I keep a kosher home (the other being that it’s what my mom does).

So knowing that most of us like more of an explanation than “because that’s just how it is,” we’re going to talk about why we do what we do on Shabbat and get into a little “kabbalah lite.” It’s not true kabbalah (the mystical branch of Judaism), but some of the explanations for the rituals we perform on Shabbat—lighting the candles, blessing the wine, and eating the challah—are based in kabbalah and the Torah. Other explanations I will share are from the Talmud, written by the great rabbis in the second and third centuries CE. (The Talmud is made up of the Mishnah, the oral law, and the Gemara, the commentary on the Mishnah.)

Let’s begin with the basics. Shabbat technically begins eighteen minutes before sunset on Friday night and ends when there are three stars in the sky on Saturday. I love the idea of watching the night sky to signal the beginning and end of the Sabbath. It draws our attention to the heavens.

Shabbat falls on the seventh day of the week. Why the seventh day? According to the very first chapter of Genesis, the first book of the Torah, God took six days to make the world. In chapter 2, we read that on the seventh day God did not work but rested and took pride in what He’d created. Even more than simply resting, God blessed the world on the seventh day: “And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy…” (Gen. 2:3).

Now, if God can do anything, did He really work for six days and then say, “Whew, I’m pooped. I’ll stop now and pick this up again tomorrow”? He may have chilled out on Shabbat, but there is also a great mystical or kabbalistic reason for Shabbat being the seventh day, which I learned during a Torah study with Rabbi Yaakov Lipsky. The rabbi told us to think about a book (after all, Jews are also known as the People of the Book). How many sides does a book have? Your instant answer might be six: top, bottom, left, right, front, and back. But that’s not so; a book also has an inside—the seventh side. We cannot understand a book until we look inside—that’s the most important part, where it all comes together. The outside of the book gives you the immediate, superficial information—what kind of cover it has, what the title is, and who wrote it—but to gain true knowledge of the book, you have to go inside. In the story of the Creation, on the seventh day, God rested and looked and appreciated. This is what we are supposed to do on Shabbat—look inward.

This concept of looking inward to find meaning, to eliminate the distractions of the outside, is especially important in the crazy world we live in. Modern reality is to focus on the outside, the material, and then…to feel empty. We need to come inside to appreciate the outside. Connection is not found by going out and acquiring more, but by going in. Shabbat allows us to stop doing and appreciate what we have, to connect with our family. This is where we truly find fulfillment.

Exodus, the second book of the Torah, continues with the concept of Shabbat. Exodus tells the story of the Israelites leaving Egypt and slavery for freedom. Slaves, by definition, work. Only once they were free were the Israelites able to rest. Shabbat, therefore, is a celebration of freedom. When the Israelites were in the desert, God gave the people the Ten Commandments as well as codes of ethics and rules of worship. The commandment to have Shabbat is given twice in the Torah. The first time the commandment is given is in Exodus when God commands Moses: “Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy” (Exod. 20:8). In this verse, the commandment is written using the Hebrew word zachor, for “remember.” Moses reiterates the commandment in Deuteronomy, the fifth book of the Torah: “Guard the Sabbath day to keep it holy” (Deut. 5:12). Notice that the commandment is slightly different. This time the Hebrew word shamor, “guard,” is used. So which one are we supposed to do—remember or guard? And what’s the difference?

The explanation is found in the song “Lecha Dodi,” which we sing during the Friday evening service. Composed in the sixteenth century by the great kabbalist Rabbi Shlomo Alkabetz, the song begins with the line: “Shamor v’zachor b’dibur echad.” This means “Guard and remember uttered as one.” The rabbis of the Talmud explain that when God gave these commandments to Moses, Moses heard and understood the words guard and remember at the same instant. We can take from this that these two concepts are equally important. They are two halves of a whole. Without one, you cannot have the other. The two candles we light to signify the start of Shabbat represent these two versions of the same commandment—to remember and to guard the Sabbath.

Each word has its own special meaning. When we “remember” (zachor) Shabbat, we do things that show that this day is different from the others. We perform acts that we do only on Shabbat—as our bubbies would have said, acts that are shabbesdik (in the spirit of Shabbat). We light candles, drink wine, eat challah, sing, pray, talk…all good things. This active remembering by signifying the day with ritual is probably what many less observant families do, even those of us like myself who describe ourselves as Conservative or even traditional.

We “remember” Shabbat by actively lighting the candles, eating the challah, and saying the prayers. But the two versions of the commandment imply a duality of the nature of Shabbat; therefore, we need the corresponding action (or inaction) to make the whole. This is where “guard” (shamor) comes in. When we guard Shabbat, we don’t do certain things. In our fast-paced modern world, this is, of course, much harder. People who strictly observe the laws of Shabbat—people who are shomer Shabbat, who literally “guard” Shabbat—don’t do work, drive, use electronics, write, talk on the phone (even hands-free), or shop. In other words, should refrain from doing those things we normally have to do during the week in order to separate Shabbat, making it a more special day—a day of rest (as God rested on the seventh day).






Technically Speaking

What are the official restrictions for guarding Shabbat? In the book of Exodus we learn the three categories of forbidden activities: traveling more than two thousand yards from your home (because that’s not really relaxing and would be considered work); making a fire; and engaging in work. The rabbis further detailed thirty-nine restricted activities. They are:


	I. GROWING AND PREPARING FOOD

	1. Plowing

	2. Sowing

	3. Reaping

	4. Stacking (as in stacking bundles of wheat)

	5. Threshing

	6. Winnowing

	7. Selecting out (as in separating the chaff or pod from the wheat)

	8. Sifting

	9. Grinding

	10. Kneading

	11. Baking/cooking





	II. MAKING C

	12. Sheep shearing

	13. Bleaching/washing

	14. Combining raw materials

	15. Dyeing

	16. Spinning

	17. Threading a loom

	18. Weaving

	19. Removing a finished cloth

	20. Separating threads

	21. Tying knots

	22. Untying knots

	23. Sewing

	24. Tearing





	III. LEATHERWORK AND WRITING

	25. Trapping an animal

	26. Slaughtering

	27. Flaying skins

	28. Tanning

	29. Scraping

	30. Marking out

	31. Cutting

	32. Writing

	33. Erasing





	IV. PROVIDING SHELTER

	34. Building

	35. Demolishing





	V. CREATING FIRE

	36. Kindling a fire

	37. Extinguishing a fire





	VI. WORK COMPLETION

	38. Completing an object or making it usable





	VII. TRANSPORTING GOODS

	39. Carrying in a public place










I know what you’re thinking: “When was the last time I threshed or winnowed or sheared a sheep?” Or maybe you’re saying to yourself, “No problem, I promise not to trap an animal on Shabbat.” While we’re all laughing at the thought of weaving our own cloth or trying to figure out what “separating the chaff” means, understand that the rabbis developed these categories centuries ago based on the work done by society at that time. These categories encompass daily agricultural tasks as well as the Israelites’ duties for building and visiting the Temple. Modern rabbis interpret these categories for modern times. For example, driving a car is considered “kindling a fire” because you “light” the ignition. And turning on the lights is “completing an object” because you are “completing the circuit.”

The prohibition against kindling a fire is also why the first blessing we make on Shabbat is the blessing over the candles. When the candles are lit, we can do no more “kindling” until three stars appear on Saturday night. Once Shabbat has officially started, if the candles aren’t lit, well, too late. You just skip this blessing. (Remember, there are degrees of observance. Here I’m telling you what is technically correct. Later on, we’ll discuss other options and what you can do in your home.)

There are also three categories of other activities that are prohibited in order to “guard” or preserve the spirit of Shabbat. These are:


	1. MUKTZEH—We are forbidden to handle items (those called muktzeh) that are used during the week for work, such as a hammer, telephone, pens, and candlesticks. (Technically, once you light your Shabbat candles, you can’t touch them, so you should light them where they can remain in place until after Shabbat.)

	2. SH’VUT—These are acts we are forbidden to perform that are not in line with the spirit of the day. We’re also not supposed to ask a non-Jew to perform an act that a Jew is forbidden to perform or give a non-Jew instructions to perform these acts on Shabbat. (Asking before Shabbat is fine; for example, I have some friends who are shomer Shabbat and live in an apartment building in New York City. Before Shabbat they ask their doorman to press the elevator button for them when they come back from synagogue.)
 
	3. UVDIN D’CHOL—We are forbidden to do things that are “weekday” in spirit. For example, we should not discuss business on Shabbat. (This one I look forward to having the excuse to invoke. Although I am not shomer Shabbes, I have made it a point to not work on my book or Web site on Shabbat. If I am writing about Shabbat, I feel it would taint the work by doing any of it on that day.)




I work from home, and it’s sometimes hard to separate relaxing at home and working at home. There are plenty of nights when I can’t sleep at 2:00 a.m., so I go into my office to catch up on a project. On Shabbat I sometimes have to force myself not to work. But by doing so, I turn my attention away from work and toward my family. This, in a nutshell, is why not doing work protects or guards Shabbat; by not working on Shabbat we can pay attention to the really important things, like family and friends.

Can we have zachor (remember) without shamor (guard) and still observe Shabbat? Yes. Honestly, in my home (and probably at most of my friends’ homes) we remember—we make the Shabbat meal and all that goes with it—but do not guard—we do not keep the stricter rules. Do we have Shabbat? Yes. Could it be more meaningful? Always.

Strangely enough, it was Christmas that helped me understand Shabbat. One year, while we were still in that Shabbat-every-once-in-a while phase, Christmas fell on a Sunday. Every store was closed (I know, I know…except for movie theaters and Chinese restaurants). There had been a big snowfall that week, so my husband and I didn’t feel like driving anywhere. The radio stations were broadcasting church services and Christmas music, and the television stations were playing Christmas shows. So my family spent the day at home together with the radio and TV turned off. We played games, we talked, we had a great time…together. I remember thinking, “This is great. Christmas kinda forced us to be together in a meaningful way as a family. I wish we had this more often.” Then I realized, “We could have this once a week on Shabbat.” This is the meaning of shamor. By guarding, we eliminate the distractions that prevent us from connecting with one another, with ourselves, with Shabbat, and with our spirituality. Shamor in this sense is not negative; all the restrictions make it possible to make the connection. Just as when we stop our children from eating too much candy or playing too close to the fireplace or wandering around the bookstore alone, we’re not trying to ruin their fun, we’re trying to protect them. In these cases, “restriction” is really protection, and on Shabbat what we are protecting is our relationship with one another. With this understanding, lighting the two candles takes on deeper meaning. With each flame, we are signaling our intent to remember and to guard the Sabbath day—to perform one of the most significant mitzvot (righteous deeds), one that has been part of the Jewish heritage since the time of Moses.

In the desert and in the time of the Temples, the kohanim (priests) were responsible for performing all of the rituals, one of which was offering sacrifices. A quick word about these ancient sacrifices. The kohanim were not throwing innocent virgins into volcanoes to appease an angry god, nor were they slaughtering animals to “feed” God. The sacrifices were tithes—offerings of meat, fruit, and vegetables, which served as recognition that the farmer did not raise the food by himself. The offerings recognized and gave thanks for God’s role in life. When we say the blessing over the challah, we are doing a modern version of thanking God for giving us bread from the earth. Noam Zion in his book A Day Apart: Shabbat at Home explains that the word challah is actually derived from the Babylonian word for “pure” and signifies a sacred gift to God. Zion contends that the translation for challah should be “bread from which an offering has been removed.” In this sense, the challah we eat on Shabbat symbolizes these ancient sacrifices. (Some people even sprinkle salt on the challah while blessing it as the priests salted the sacrifices.)

The challah at our table also represents the portion of food (manna) God provided for each person during the forty years the Jews wandered in the desert. The Bible says that the manna rained down from the heavens each day, and every person would gather his or her due. However, on the sixth day, God provided a double portion. The second portion was to be saved for the seventh day, so that no one would have to work to gather food on Shabbat. This is the reason many families have two challot at their Friday night table.

Under King Solomon, the Tabernacle (the sanctuary that the Israelites carried with them through their journey in the desert) was replaced by the Beit Mikdash (the Temple), and the priests continued to perform the rituals. However, after the second Temple was destroyed, the rabbis decentralized and democratized Judaism by creating synagogues, instead of rebuilding the Temple again. The old system of bringing sacrifices for the Temple priests to perform was replaced by the new system of prayer in synagogues. Rather than offer sacrifices, we were encouraged to come to synagogues to pray and to do mitzvot in order to bring ourselves closer to God. The individual alone, not via a priestly act, was now responsible for her own observance.

As another part of the decentralization, the rabbis told the Jewish people to bring the rituals of the Temple into their homes. So, instead of making animal sacrifices at the Temple before Shabbat, Jewish people light candles and make blessings and say prayers in their homes. This is based in what we learn from the Torah. In Exodus, we read that God commands Moses to build a mikdash (Tabernacle), and promises that His Shechinah (Divine Presence) will dwell there among the people. This way, God showed that He was with the Israelites throughout their journey, and His presence among them gave them comfort and peace. When we make Shabbat, we try to create a peaceful environment. In a sense we are creating a sanctuary—a holy place—of our home. According to the Torah, candlesticks and kiddush cups were used by the kohanim in the original traveling desert Tabernacle (and later in the Temples in Jerusalem). The ritual objects we have on our table, combined with a peaceful family environment helps us transform our home into a space where God’s spirit can dwell. This is known as creating a mikdash me’at (a small sanctuary), and by doing so we are bringing ourselves closer to God. (I sometimes use this idea to my advantage: on those rare occasions when my children aren’t behaving during Shabbat dinner, I’ll ask them, “Pretend God was sitting at the table with us. How would you act?”) From the destruction of the Beit Mikdash we now have mikdash me’at in our home.

By making a temple of our home we are essentially making our home sacred. This is the key to Shabbat—making the ordinary sacred—so that when Shabbat comes, our homes reflect the purity of the day. Shabbat is considered more “pure” than other days, and for this reason the day is sometimes referred to as a bride (kallah) visiting our home. We sing of this bride on Friday night in the song “Lecha Dodi” with the verse “Come, my friend, the Bride to meet. The holy Shabbat let us greet.”

The idea of Shabbat being a bride is rooted in Jewish mysticism, and while mainstream Judaism no longer teaches the esoteric beliefs of kabbalah, some of the kabbalists’ beautiful imagery remains. The Shabbat Bride is an extension of the Shabbat Queen (Shabbat haMalka), an idea that is quite ancient—there are references to her in the Talmud, which dates to the second and third centuries. Shabbat is the Queen to God’s King. The Queen descends from Heaven to dwell with us on Shabbat, and so we prepare our home as we would for a queen’s visit. The Shabbat Queen graces us on Shabbat, making the day more special than the rest of the week and establishing the seventh day as one of peace and beauty. (She also solidifies the importance of the female-wife-mother in Judaism.) The personification of Shabbat as a Queen also refers to the idea of the Shechinah. Remember, God promises that His Shechinah will dwell with the Israelites in the Tabernacle. Shechinah is the Hebrew word for the Divine Presence of God. The Hebrew language has both masculine and feminine words and Shechinah is feminine and so Shechinah is considered the “feminine” side of God. Although it is believed that God does not have a gender, God is often referred to as He. If you think in terms of yin and yang, two halves making a whole, the same idea of duality behind the two candles, and shamor and zachor, the idea of a Shechinah completes the idea of (a male) God. Therefore it follows that if our home is a temple, a sacred space, during Shabbat, then it is the place where God will send his Shechinah to spend time with us. When we greet the Shabbat haMalka (the Shabbat Queen), we greet the Shechinah.

Just as the Shechinah is partnered with God to complete the male side of God, the Jewish people are partnered with the Shabbat Bride. The kabbalists examined the story of the creation and formed partners of the days of the week based on what is created in them. For example, on the first day, God created light, and on day four, He created the luminaries (the sun, the moon, and the stars); therefore, we can link days one and four. Days two and five are linked in the creation of heaven and earth and the creation of the creatures of the sea and the birds of the air respectively. Days three and six are connected in the creation of land and all creatures that live on the land. Only the seventh day, Shabbat, was left alone. In the Mishnah, Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai (author of the Zohar, the great book of Kabbalah) concluded that the Jewish people are Shabbat’s partner. We make an intimate connection with Shabbat, and Shabbat becomes our “bride.” “She” is the day that makes us whole—the day we go inward.

And while we greet our Bride with a beautiful Sabbath table and a sense of holiness, it is, in fact, a romantic meal, complete with candles, wine, and song.



Technically Speaking

The Hasidim add to the romance of Shabbat by reading the beautiful love poem Song of Songs. Found in Ketuvim (The Writings), one of the sections of the Bible that contains verses written by past kings, Song of Songs was written by King Solomon and is considered a love story between God and the Jewish people. Traditionally read on Passover, Song of Songs contains the verse spoken by Jewish brides at their wedding: “Ani l’dodi v’dodi li”—I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine.




There you have it—some reasons why. Whether performing simplified rituals originally performed by priests or simply eating in our homes, Shabbat is about connection with the sacred. It’s carving out holy space for you and your family. Focus on this as you proceed with your Shabbat preparations. Shabbat connects us with our present, our past, and our future. When you strike the match that will light the Sabbath candles, imagine the flame extending to the candle the woman is lighting in the Jewish home next door…in the home around the corner…in the next state…in other countries…throughout time. Look at your children and imagine a time yet to be when they have homes and light their own candles with their children, and envision how their flame connects with their world. This is the beauty and magic of Shabbat. By making Shabbat each week, you can help your children see and feel this connection. This is what I mean when I say that observing Shabbat gives your children a home in the world.








End of sample
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