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The Gift that Does Not Keep on Giving

Dena Weiss - weiss@hadar.org

The Tisch: Ohev Yisrael #5

Shabbat is many things. Itis both an opportunity and an obligation. Itis supposed to be
restful but it can often be stressful. It can be relaxing and it can be boring. Shabbat can bring
us closer together with our communities, but it can also lead to division and isolation. But the
ideal Shabbat, the Shabbat that the Torah envisions and describes is entirely good. This
Shabbat is spiritually uplifting and satisfying, uniting us as a people and bringing us closer to
God, who is also at rest on this day. In fact, the Talmud has a unique way of describing this
entirely positive dimension of Shabbat. According to a story in Massekhet Shabbat, When God
teaches Moshe about Shabbat, He describes it as a gift. God says, “I have a good gift in my

storehouse and | want to give it to Israel.”

This story is lovely and touching, but also a little confusing. First, why is Shabbat, of all of the
mitzvot and the rituals of the Torah singled out as being a gift. Certainly all of the mitzvot that
God gives us are good and for our benefit, why is Shabbat the only mitzvah that receives this

special designation? Second, Shabbat is not only described as a gift, but also as a good gift, a
matanah tovah. Aren’t all gifts supposedly good? What makes Shabbat a gift that is uniquely

positive in contrast to other gifts which do not receive this stamp of goodness?
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The Ohev Yisrael responds by clarifying that yes, not only the Torah and mitzvot and all of the

festivals, but everything in the physical world is considered a gift from God. And it behooves
us to remember that our existence in and of itself is a Divine gift. However, these gifts come
with strings attached. If I’'m blessed with wealth, God expects me to share it. If | am blessed
with wisdom, God expects me to share it. And even holidays come with obligations—the
special mitzvot and rituals of the day which need to be performed and the interpersonal
obligation to make sure that other members of my community have what they need in order
to celebrate the holiday as well. Additionally, all of these gifts from God require human effort.
Physical goods comes through exertion and planning and an unapplied intellect is wasted on
the person who is gifted with “smarts.” And the holidays themselves require human input in

order to fix the calendar and establish the holidays.

Shabbat, however, is different. Shabbat is a gift with no strings attached. We don’t declare
the holiness of Shabbat and we don’t forge the holiness of Shabbat, Shabbat comes without
our intervention. And Shabbat’s only obligation is to keep Shabbat. There are no additional
responsibilities, our goal is to do whatever we can to tap into a holiness that already exists.
Because God keeps Shabbat and blesses Shabbat, our responsibility to contribute is
minimized. Shabbat’s holiness comes from God, not from us. We are obligated to receive and

appreciate it, we aren’t obligated to make it.

What the Ohev Yisrael teaches us about Shabbat is that we are often focused on the wrong
things regarding Shabbat and therefore we find it stressful. We’re worried about the weekday
work that isn’t getting done, we’re worried about the guests who are coming or not coming
and what they and we will eat, we’re worried about how we are going to occupy the time
when our normal range of activities is restricted. And many of us are preoccupied with the
violations and obligations that are involved in keeping Shabbat. But all of these elements are
secondary to what Shabbat truly is and what it requires of us. Shabbat is a time to be
sensitized to and tap into holiness. Shabbat is a time to feel together with God. And these
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core elements of Shabbat, Shabbat’s essence, is untouched by our efforts or lack thereof. We

should appreciate that it is God that makes Shabbat holy, not us, and that holiness is
guaranteed. Shabbat is an event that we attend, not an event that we make, and we should
approach it with a sense of relaxation and security. Yes, some of the details of our attendance
need to be worked out by us, but Shabbat itself happens without us. The real work is already

done. Ourjobis to show up, enjoy and appreciate.

This is a teaching about Shabbat and its holiness, but it’s also a teaching about gifts in general

and what makes a gift truly good.

First, the Ohev Yisrael teaches us to be sensitive to the obligations entailed by the gifts that we
receive. We are the custodians of our gifts and we are also responsible to use them
generously and wisely. They are not ours to waste. Secondly, when we find ourselves in a
position to give, we should consider giving good gifts, gifts that don’t obligate and which don’t
require anything in return. We should strive not to expect what we give to be used in a
specific way or to be reciprocated at a certain point. Having these expectations doesn’t
invalidate the gift, but perhaps minimizes its goodness. Rather than contenting ourselves

with the fact that we give, let’s try to give better.
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smarts to study Torah. And the performance of mitzvot
and the declaration of the holidays and festivals [as times
of] gladness and rejoicing that HaShem our God has
given to us. They are all a present from God which
gladden the hearts of the Jewish people have merited to
receive this gift. And if so, why is the Holy Shabbat in
specific called a good gift and nothing else?!

However, one can say that all of the gifts that God has
endowed human beings are all gifts on the condition that
they be returned. For example: if God gives a person
abundant sustenance and great wealth, then heis
commanded and obligated to give tzedakah and to do
kindness with his money. And if he has intelligence and
smarts he is obligated to labor in Torah and mitzvot. And
also on holidays and [special] times we need to engage in
the mitzvot that are connected to them and performed
on them. And through our engagement with [these
mitzvot] and our prayers we bring holiness and
unifications to the holy upper worlds. As our sages said:
Israel are the ones who sanctify the [special] times. And
through this we also draw down from above good bounty
to the congregation of Israel below. And this is all
through the mechanism of direct light and returning
light.

But the mitzvah of the holy Shabbat is really an
exclusively good gift that Blessed God has given us, with

no condition that it be returned. Because on Shabbat
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there is an ascent for all of the holy worlds and they are
unified and connected and they receive from one another
all of the good bounty, all goodness and joy, the upper
lights and the good lamps. And this is done also without
the engagement of our service and our prayers. Rather
through our service and prayers we draw down and
receive the holiness and the good influence and all of the
blessings from the holiness of Shabbat—from the holy
upper worlds to the congregation of Israel below. This is
definitely a good and desirable gift. And thereisno
comparison to it. And itis all on account of the greatness
and the strength of God’s love and the pleasant affection
that He has for the children of Israel, and the lofty place
that he has raised his Holy people to. Understand this

well.

[*TRY NNl "0 NIM71vn 7547

[T T"72mI . wpnni
[N ITAEIQ'0 721 NIV NIYOWN
INTI .20 |'2'¥2 2210 "W TR 'R7'Y
II'NTIAY 70V 'M72 D2 NWY)
1I'N79N1 'NTIAY 'V 71 11NN
NYITR "72701 '2>'wnn X
['R272 721 MY Niyownl

D27V NN2Ivn 'Y NIt
'NTHINTI .RNN? D07 PwrTy
Y 'R .DTINENQIV NINN
IN2NK OXIY 77127 XD 7201 .0"X
XY YIT7 IN2'N DY 'Y

[ANI1 .IWITRZ DY DMWY NINNNNI

:A0'n

Page 5 of 5

3P



