Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Surrendering to the Sabbath

 By Dr. Erica Brown
The week is characterized by busyness or activity, 
while the Sabbath is grounded on stillness, on the nullification of oneself in the downpour of holiness. And this self-repudiation is expressed by a renunciation of all work, whether it be in the physical sense, as being busy in the world, or in the spiritual sense, as engaging efforts to correct one’s soul. In fact, the very power to receive the spiritual essence of the Sabbath comes from one’s readiness and ability to surrender…
Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, The Thirteen Petalled Rose

This magnificent description of Shabbat utilizes a word that has all but dropped out of our daily lexicon: surrender. We generally associate it with the losing side of war and the humiliation of accepting defeat. Outside of the military context, the act of surrender is filled with religious depth. Surrender is not a passive verb; it is an act of intentionality and decision. It is a choice. We decide to let go of something – our possessions, our pride, our control of a situation – for some greater good.


Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, the author of this passage, is one of the most prolific Jewish scholars alive today. He has written over 58 books on Talmud, Jewish mysticism and Jewish thought. Perhaps his most significant contribution is the translation of the Babylonian Talmud and parts of the Jerusalem Talmud into Hebrew from Aramaic with punctuation. In that respect, he opened up the study of Talmud to those thousands of students who considered it linguistically closed to them. But in addition to being an expert in Jewish law, Rabbi Steinsaltz is also a mystic. The combination of those grounded in the minutiae of Jewish law who also care profoundly about their role in the cosmos is unusual and places Rabbi Steinsaltz with an elite group of scholars throughout Jewish history.

In our passage, Rabbi Steinsaltz considers work as both our physical and spiritual efforts to improve the world or ourselves. Contrary to what others may say, namely that Shabbat is a time to repudiate our jobs or work as dictated by Jewish law, and is a time to do the spiritual work of self-examination, Rabbi Steinsaltz believes that this, too, is prohibited. In many ways, the self-exploration he refers to can be much more psychically damaging or agitating than the cessation of physical or office labors. Shabbat is not a time to obsess on the self or exchange one form of work for other, mental labors.

It takes great effort to ready ourselves for surrender since one of the “gifts” of our technological world is the illusion that we are in control at all times. We can contact anyone we like, at virtually any time of time and in any place. The media helps us know about activities in every part of the globe. All of this contributes to the impression that we are able to control, in some small way, our surroundings. 


Shabbat is the time that we are asked to renege that control. We are asked to embrace powerlessness to know or master reality. We willingly let go. A popular experiment in leadership development is to fall back in the presence of others to see if you indeed, have the trust in others that they will support you. In that fall, you surrender your own stability, physically and mentally. And when you are caught, you feel not only relief; you feel a deep connection to the person who “saved” you. You realize that you are able to trust, and this self-knowledge is a remarkable treasure. 

Many people believe that if they let go of work on Shabbat– of e-mails and calls and mental preoccupations – that they will not be good at their jobs or miss something critical. Instead, they enable their work to overtake their lives. Surrendering yourself to Shabbat is a way of trusting that the world is about much more than busyness. It is about stillness, and, if we can create that stillness, we can receive, in Rabbi Steinsaltz’ words, the “downpour of holiness.” 
Shabbat Shalom
