Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Energy Boost

by Dr. Erica Brown

“Our Rabbis taught the four things should be done with energy: 
Torah study, good deeds, praying and one’s job.”

The Talmud [BT Berakhot 32b]

This Talmudic statement – that we need to put special energy into particular aspects of our lives – is based on the way that our sages of old interpreted a number of biblical verses. From the verse in Joshua 1:7: “Only be strong and very courageous to observe all that is in the law,” the rabbis concluded that extra energy must be put into the study of Torah and the practice of good deeds. The verse to support energy in prayer comes from the same chapter. From II Samuel 10:12 – “Be of good courage and let us prove strong for our people” – the rabbis understood that each person must put his or her all into whatever task they have committed to undertake. The context is a battle that David engaged in where he told his military to set the example for all the people by being exceptionally energetic at war.


Aside from scientific definitions, energy is understood as an enterprising or ambitious drive; an imaginative or muscular lively style or a healthy capacity for vigorous activity. We like to think of personal energy as something we conserve so that we will have it in abundance for activities which require an enhanced sense of commitment paired with zeal. On some level, much of life requires high energy. 

Yet, we tend to believe that we make selective and conscious choices about what to put our energies into, and often we do. 
In reality, many of us give mixed energy to the tasks we undertake. We might find that we have an increased bounce in our step when we are doing certain kinds of work and a more lackadaisical pace when doing others. We may find a flutter or jump in our voices when we speak or meet some people and notice the low energy we emit when talking to others. Steven Covey, in his book, Principle Centered Leadership, advises leaders to be very aware of their energy. Just like the words we speak and the body language we communicate, our energy levels communicate something powerful to those around us.

Perhaps understanding that it was impossible to put the same amount of energy into all occupations, the Talmud singles out certain activities for enhanced energy. These areas may require greater focus and concentration, as in Torah study. They may require enhanced friendliness and sense of purpose, as in good deeds. They may be particularly difficult, as in the amount of energy we need to focus well during prayer. They also may require added persistence and endurance because the work we engage in is not exciting or rewarding all of the time.

Giving our utmost energy to that which is most significant or meaningful to our lives is not the same as giving more time or resources. It is the underlying sense of excitement that is infectious and hard to measure. We may tell people that our families are the most important people in our lives but our low energy when with them gives us away. We may speak of Judaism as extremely important to us but approach synagogue or other Jewish activities with boredom and disinterest. We may tell people how much we love our jobs but our lethargy or lack of attention to detail may tell the more authentic story.

 Ralph Waldo Emerson once said that, “Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm.” We tend to twin enthusiasm and greatness because we are moved by passion and persuaded by energy. The Talmudic aphorism reminds us to be aware of our personal energy and to invest it wisely in that which is most important.
Shabbat Shalom
