Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
The Holiday Marathon
By Dr. Erica Brown

“Call the Sabbath a delight and honor the Lord’s holy day.”
Isaiah 58:13

At first glance, this verse from Isaiah seems trite. That people should take delight in the Sabbath and honor holidays is no surprise in our commercial society where no sooner does one holiday end than the stores present merchandise for the next, each accompanied by a holiday sale. Thanks to our consumer culture, we are perhaps more cognizant of a holiday’s approach than ever. Our verse is affirmative. It tells us unambiguously to make Shabbat and holiday time special while the context of the verse in Isaiah emphases what diminishes the holiness of the day: “And if you honor it and go not your ways nor look to your affairs, nor strike bargains – then you can seek the favor of the Lord.” Conducting everyday business affairs, searching for bargains, will take away from what makes any holiday extraordinary.

But lest we dismiss all material concerns, Maimonides reminds us that the joy and happiness that are associated with holidays also have a material component. In the days of the Temple in Jerusalem, the major holidays were times of pilgrimage, sacrifices, good food and company. After the Temple’s destruction, Maimonides shifts these material and social pleasures to the purchases we make for the holidays. Men are to be given meat and wine. Children are given “parched ears of corn, nuts and other delicacies; women should have clothes and pretty trinkets bought for them, according to ones means.” The holidays of this season are a time to celebrate the economic success of the harvest and enjoy the benefits that economic security brings.

But Maimonides also warns that this kind of happiness alone is, in the words of a great Maimonides’ scholar, “woefully inadequate.” Happiness that is not shared with the vulnerable is never a celebration of the day: 

“…while one eats and drinks himself, it is his duty to feed the stranger, the orphan, the widow and other poor and unfortunate people, for he who locks the door to his courtyard and eats and drinks with his wife and family, without giving anything to eat and drink to the poor and bitter in soul, his meal is not a rejoicing in a divine commandment but rejoicing in his stomach.”

The image of the looked door, the withholding of food and “stomach happiness” tells us that too much material enjoyment without generosity of spirit is a formula for selfish living.


This interpretation of our verse is one way to understand the delight of the Sabbath and how we accord honor to all of our holidays. But it is not the only way to interpret our verse. We tend to regard happiness as something that happens to us or for us instead of something that we generate and create. Our verse suggests that making Shabbat and holidays special does not happen by virtue of a day assigned on the calendar but by actively doing that which makes these days delightful: setting aside special food and clothing, studying and giving charity, having an expansive table of guests. 

The notion that we actively create holiday happiness is not just about externalities. It is most importantly about internal emotional states. Isaiah suggests that if we are still in the moment of business negotiations and trapped in the heat of a bargain, we will not have cleared the mental space to celebrate in earnest. This self-taught state of joy is especially important to create on this, the third and last set of major holidays for this season. We are tired of cooking and perhaps overwhelmed by the number of guests to be entertained and dishes to be washed. Another synagogue service seems too long and our work weeks too short. It is just at these moments that Isaiah reminds us to make these days a time of delight. Rather than our initial happiness petering out over a month of festivities, we need the final sprint into joy to end this season on a high note. 

Happy Holidays and Shabbat Shalom
