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WORK AND LEISURE IN THE 
JEWISH TRADITION 

1. The theme of labor is important in every society: 

a) 

b) 

c) 

early industrial society, and certainly in 

pre-industrial societies, where it is the major 

means of obtaining livelihood. 

in the present period, despite our perceived 

loss of affluence, we are still sufficiently 

well-off to afford a great deal of leisure. 

Yet various forms of handicraft and other 

forms of labor are adopted by people, especially 

in the service-oriented professions and 

peeinceeaa, as a form of relaxation and 

creativity. This indicates not only a trend 

in avocational interests, but a fundamental 

need for manual expression. 

in the era that is now emerging, many 

youngsters are abandoning those forms of 

employment that require a high and sophisticated 

degree of education; whether for ideology 

or for simple inclination, are opting for 

the older forms of work -- at the very time 

that "futurists" speak of "electronic 

Cottage industries.” 

2. In speaking of Work in the Jewish tradition,it 

is best to discuss it in tandem with "dignity" -- 

et 

A*IAD , sense self-worth, the experience of validity.



Indeed, Judaism requires of man imitatio Dei... 

and first thing Torah tells us of God is: He is a 
cr 

creative craftsman: f'7tik io? puler 

Interestingly, prophetic vision Messiah = Work, not 

leisure: c DIP yy ¢ HN }co Foe aVn ID ND\ 

pivrn Jnr? 

Thus, R. Judah: to work 6 days /week is a 

Mitzvah (Mekhilta de' R. SbY, 20:9) 

Discuss Work & Dignity in 3 aspects. 

The Dignity Attained by Work 

Work leads to Dignity of self-sufficiency, self- 

reliance. 
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The Indignity Avoided by Work 

Kid. R. Judah: father who doesn't teach son a trade 

raises him to be a thief. 
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i.e., either ( jeg ) moral or (720) psychological 

breakdown 

difference (acc,Talmud) - if she spends time at dog-races. 

One may add that the Rabbis knew this from a careful 

reading of hetory. They were not strangers to 

Imperial Rome and its social and moral patterns. 

And in Rome, the day's work was usually done at noon 

or shortly thereafter, with the rest of the time 

spent in pleasure and amusement. More than half 

the days of the year were holidays. It is probable 

that the Rabbis saw a cause-and-effect relation between 

this excessive and misspent leisure and the immorality 

of Rome which they so deplored. The relation between 

sehok and zimah is all too obvious. 

The Dignity of Work Itself 

previous 2 categories - mere "profitable occupation." 

Jndependent of nature of Work. This category - 

creative Work -- one that involves self-expression 

and is important per se, not because of what it leads 

to or prevents.



This kind of Work, representing personal involvement 

and expression, is considered "great" and "beloved" 

(or: precious). 
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Indeed, the personal dignity of this kind of Work is 

enhanced by its difficulty: Midrash Lam. - 
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7.  Compromises: 

~ Sidney ‘?9 (above); and "> (above) 
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8. Work-Leisure 

Absence this kind Work in industrial and post-industrial 

society is what causes alienation -- and leads people 

to seek outside form of Work as part of leisure! 

lends dignity to man as homo faber as well as homo 

sapiens. 

When the Torah describes God ‘‘resting’’ (which should never 

be taken anthropomorphically), it says: shavat va-yinafash. 

Shavat (He rested) is similar to the word Shabbat, and it means 

to refrain from work. Shevitah (the noun, which in contemporary 

Hebrew also means a strike) is a period in which we desist 

from work. The negative, passive aspect is immediately 

evident. The second word is va-yinafash (noun: nofesh). 

This signifies another form of leisure. Va-yinafash or nofesh 

comes from the word nefesh, the soul, the spirit. 

Hence, the concept of menuhah contains one or both of 

these ideas. The negative understanding of menuhah (or 

leisure) we may call shevitah, cessation of activity. The 

positive we may call nofesh. (We are not using shevitah ina 

pejorative sense, because both of these signify proper uses of 

leisure.) ;



Self-Expression 

Shevitah means that a man ceases his usual labors, and 

this respite from routine activity allows him to rediscover 

himself by emerging from the work week. Over-involved in and 

overwhelmed by his set pattern of work, a man’s dignity is 

threatened. He begins to identify himself by the functions he 

performs in society or family and turns into an impersonal 

cipher, like a beast of burden that can be just as easily re- 

placed by another function-bearing animal that happens to be 

technologically efficient. By disengaging from his involve- 

ment with nature, with society, with business, man is permit- 

ted self-expression. His real ‘‘self’? comes to the fore. He - 

does not have to be busy taking notes or selling or buying or 

fighting. By means of shevitah onhis Sabbath day of ‘‘rest,”’ 

he can start expressing the real self that lies within. 

Shevitah is thus the use of leisure to restore my individuality 

in all its integrity. By pulling out of the routine of weekday 

involvement, ‘I confront myself in order to find out who I am. 

Leisure helps me resolve my ‘‘identity crisis.’’ (And what 

self-respecting adolescent doesn’t have an identity crisis?) 

By getting away from my normal activities, which harness me 

into the measured responses of a Pavlovian, completely deter- 

ministic way of acting during the week, my inner, original ego 

emerges; I can rediscover myself when I am taken out of the 

matrix of these challenges and the responses which are ex- 

pected of me. In this sense, shevitah exploits the limits of my 

character and my potentialities. (As we shail see shortly, it 

exploits them but it cannot expand them.) It is the desirable 

result of available time not wasted in sehok. 

In practical terms, leisure is a time for games. Leisure 

refers not only to time, but also to the nature of the activity. 

You can drive a car and it is part of your work, because you 

are a cab-driver; but you can drive and consider it leisure. 

You can just think and regard that as work, if you are a pro- 

fessor or a student; but you can also think and feel it isa 

delight and a joy — whether you are a_ taxi-driver in the one 

case or an intellectual in the other. Leisure is a game- 

activity in the highest sense. We place a person in a new 

environment, in new conditions, allow him to bring out un- 

suspected skills that were heretofore latent in him, to ex- 

press himself in new ways, whether of esthetics or athletics 

or any other way to which he is unaccustomed during the week. 



Self-Creation 

From here we go to the next step, nofesh. Nofesh is more 

than self-discovery; it is the use of leisure for self-transforma- 

tion. Paradoxically, it is in a sense more passive than 

shevitah. Instead of activity for the purpose of self-expression, 

it may require a certain kind of personal, inner silence in 

which you make yourself available for a higher impressron. 

It is the incorporation of the transcendent rather than the 

articulation of the immanent. You try to respond to something 

that comes from without, from above. Nofesh means not to 

fulfill yourself but to go outside yourself, to rise beyond 

yourself; not to discover your identity, but rather to create a 

new and a better identity. (Incidentally, this is my usual ap- 

proach to young people who come into my office with the 

lament, “Rabbi, I don’t know who I am.’’ My answer is, 

“You probably aren’t! Your job is to create an I, to do some- 

thing in order to make a self. You're not going to find out who 

you are by moping, ‘who am I?,’ and by scrutinizing your face 

as you look into the mirror. Your task is not to discover but to 

invent an 1. That’s the real problem.’’) That is what nofesh 

is all about. Nofesh requires of us that we take our creative 

talents, which during the week are applied to impersonal 

Nature or unengaged society, and now turn them inwards and 

create a new, real self. This is the inner and deeper meaning 

of menuhah: it is re-creation, not relaxation. 

Our tradition speaks of an interesting phenomenon con- 

cerning the Sabbath. During the week everyone has a neshamah, 

a soul. But on Shabbat we receive a neshamah yeterah, an 

“additional soul.’? This suggests that there is some kind of 

undeveloped facet of personality, a spiritual dimension, of 

which we remain unaware in the normal course of events. On 

Shabbat (in the nofesh sense of a menuhah) we are given the 

time to enrich ourselves by developing or creating this spiritual 

dimension. 

Hence, whereas shevitah implies the development of a 

latent, pre-existent talent, nofesh means the creation of a 

novelty within the personality, bringing in something new, 

transforming the self by growing into a neshamah yeterah.




