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THIS WEEK'S sidra describes the
events leading up to the end of the
Jewish people's sojourn in Egypt —
the last three plagues (locusts, darkness,
and the killing of the Egyptian fiirt-
born) and the offering of the korban
pesach, the paschal lamb.

The plague of locusts begins in
much the same way as the earlier
plagues, with Moses and Aaron asking
Pharaoh to let the Jews leave Egypt
for a three-day religious celebration in
the desert. This time, however, at the
urging of his servants, who have
suffered through the earlier plagues,
Pharaoh agrees to let the Jews go.

He asks, however: "Afe vame hahol-
chim? Who precisely will take part in
the service?" Moses replies: "Our
young and old, our sons and our
daughters." The entire nation must be
allowed to participate, "for it is a
holiday dedicated to God for us."

At this, Pharaoh balks. "Not so.
The adult males shall go and worship
God," but not the women and children,
who (as Rashi and Nachmanides
explain) Pharaoh did not think had
any role to play in religious activity.
Nachmanides adds that Pharaoh sus-
pected that this was a ploy to lead the
entire people from slavery.

Was Pharaoh right? Was the "reli-
gious celebration" a lie, a pretext to
escape from Egypt? It seems not. The
Exodus, arguably the most important
event in Jewish history, was not meant
to be accomplished through trickery
and falsehood, but rather (as it ulti-
mately was) "with signs and wonders"
— gloriously, publicly, bravely.

What, then, is the point of Moses'
request to celebrate a non-existent
holiday in the desert? Were we to take
this aspect of the narrative to its
logical conclusion, it is clear that, had
Pharaoh allowed all the people to
participate in the holiday, no Exodus
would have been necessary, since they
would have achieved what they
desired.

The dialogue about the desert cele-
bration perhaps serves as another
"sign" — to teach us a crucial lesson
about Pharaoh and about ourselves.
The aim of the Exodus was to leave
behind the world of Pharaoh — a
world that did not recognise the
validity of an entire nation worshipping
God — in order to create a nation
wherein this would be possible.

This becomes the true purpose of
the Exodus, to leave behind not
simply Egypt and its oppression, but
Pharaoh's pagan, elitist and patriarchal
concept of worship in order to create a
nation where "our young and our old,
our sons and our daughters" were all
dedicated to serving and worshipping
God together.

Rich storehouse of spiritual experiences

Friday, January 13 (Shevat 7),
Sabbath begins in London at 4.03;
Manchester 4.02; Tyneside 3.51;
Glasgow 3.58.

Saturday, January 14 (Shevat 8).
Portion of the Law (Torah) IO
Exodus 10: 1 to 13: 16. Portion of
Prophets (Haftara) Jeremiah 46:
13-28.

Sabbath ends in London at 5.12;
Manchester 5.18; Tyneside 5.11;
Glasgow 5.19.

Friday, January 20 (Shevat 14),
Sabbath begins in London at 4.14;
Manchester 4.14; Tyneside 4.04;
Glasgow 4.11.

5749
TuBishvat
*Rosh Chodcsh Adar

Rishon
Purim Katan
Shoshan Purim Katan
*Rosh Cbodcsh Adar

Sbeni
Fast of Esther
Purim
Shroha" Purim
Rofih Chodesb Nisan
FartofFiretbam
Pesach lstday
Pesacfa 7th day

Sat

Mon
Sun
Mon

Wed
Mon
Tucs
Wed
Thurs
Wed
Thurs
Wed

Jan 21

Fcb 6
Fcb 19

Mar 8
Mar 20
Mar 21
Mar 22
Apr 6
Apr 19
Apr 20
Apr 26

T h e previous day also is observed as Rosh
Clfcl

TV telephone

the

umber of the Board
ryDeska*

"Six days shall you labour... but
the seventh day is a Sabbath for the
Lord your God... You shall not do
any kind of work, neither you, nor
your son nor your daughter..."
SHABBAT is often thought of as a
day of rest. Indeed, rest is so
important that m talmudic times,
when the rabbis forbade the unne-
cessary moving of certain objects,
they had in mind the unemployed
of their day, for whom each day
was much like Shabbat.

This ruling ensured that they,
too, would enjoy a total rest on
Shabbat and so experience it as
something different from the rest
of their week. On Shabbat we are
commanded, *'You shall not do
any kind of work."

"Work" is, however, an unfor-
tunate and misleading translation
of the Hebrew melacha. The Torah
does, of course, use melacha to
mean work, but in the context of
Shabbat observance it means some-
thing much more specific. It refers
to particular kinds of tasks.

When the Israelites were building
the sanctuary, the portable shrine
at which they worshipped and
brought sacrifices during their forty-
year period of wandering in the
desert, they were commanded to
suspend all work on it during
Shabbat.

From this our rabbis understood
that those tasks which were neces-
sary for making the sanctuary and
its appurtenances were forbidden
on Shabbat.

They enumerated 39 such tasks,
which included building, kindling
fire, cutting, writing, and trans-
porting objects from the private to
the public domain. Each of these
tasks constituted a melacha and
was prohibited.

Melacha, used in the context of
Shabbat observance, is a term with
no English equivalent. The late
Dayan Grunfeld, in his book "The
Sabbath," argued cogently that we
should only use the term melacha,
and abandon the misleading trans-
lation "work."

In this way, we might well avoid
people asking, "What work can I
possibly be doing by carrying a
handkerchief to shul in my pocket,
or turning "on a light switch?"

As the question is phrased, they
are, of course, right. Neither action
is "work" in the general sense of the
word, which implies expenditure
of energy. But both are melachot
and as such are forbidden on
Shabbat.

But Shabbat has always been
much more than a matter of simple
relaxation, and resting from physical
labour serves an important func-
tion.

Rabbi Saadia Gaon, writing in
the tenth century, put it neatly
when he described Shabbat as an
opportunity ".. . to achieve rest
from the abundance of one's toil so
that one might acquire a little
knowledge and pray a little more,
and so that people might meet one
another and discuss matters of
Torah."

If one rests physically on Shabbat,
it is to leave room for working
towards spiritual goals, mainly
through prayer and study. In many
synagogues, rabbis lead study ses-

sions between mincha and maariv
on Friday nights, before or after
shacharit the following morning,
or before or after mincha on
Shabbat day.

A growing number of families
use Shabbat as a time for home
study, Sometimes individually, some-
times reviewing Hebrew lessons
with their children. Shabbat is a
weekly opportunity for Jews to
recharge their spiritual batteries.

Yet there is another dimension
to Shabbat observance. Any other
day of the week set aside as a day of
prayer and study would not be a
Shabbat. Shabbat, we are told,
commemorates the Creation: "For
in six days God made the heaven
and the earth and all that is in
them, and on the seventh day He
rested."

Shabbat rest is a proclamation
of our belief that God created our
world. We translate this belief into
action by a six-day period of work,
followed by a day when all activities
stop.

Shabbat is, in a sense, an oppor-
tunity to imitate God. He finished
creating the world; we cease exer-
cising control over it.

By imitating God, we even rise
above our own limitations. And it
works: people who observe Shabbat
find that they can switch off from
thinking about their business or
worrying over bank statements.
Even smokers feel no desire to
smoke.

Shabbat is a strange magic that
re-orders life on its own terms. It is
not hard to understand the beautiful
description of Shabbat in the Jewish
mystical tradition, of the whole
physical and human environment
being elevated to a higher plane,
where the demands and pressures
of workaday affairs are left behind.

On a more practical level, Shabbat
is a powerful consolidator of family
ties. In our high-pressure world, it
has become usual for members of
the same family to be living their
lives largely independently of one
another; there are so many varied

and conflicting demands and inter-
ests.

Opportunities for families to
share time with each other are few,
and many people feel the need
consciously to set aside time for
family activities. As children grow
older, however, this too becomes
increasingly difficult to achieve.

Shabbat, on the other hand,
provides a unique opportunity for
nurturing family unity. Blessing
the children each Friday night,
when parent and child are brought
together in a shared moment of
holiness, the unhurried Shabbat
meals when zemirot are sung and
stories are told, young and old
alike can relax in each other's
company.

When our grandparents and
great-grandparents came to these
shores in the early years of the
century, keeping Shabbat was a
major stumbling-block. Those who
refused to work on Saturdays were
unemployable; and for the poverty-
stricken immigrants, with no welfare
state to mitigate their financial
plight, unemployment meant star-
vation.

This is no longer true. Shabbat is
relatively easy to observe and has
so much to offer modern Jews.

For Jews today the challenge is
to get back in touch with Shabbat,
to see it not as a wearisome list of
prohibitions, but as a rich storehouse
of meaningful and spiritual expe-
riences.

The Talmud captures the true
essence of Shabbat when it pictures
God saying to Moses: "I have a
precious gift in My treasury. *Sab-
bath' is its name. Go and tell Israel
that I wish to give it to them."

Rabbi ARYE K M T A

The chala cover in the illustration
above is one of a range of hand-
painted designs on silk by the
Toronto-based Israeli artist, Shar-
ona Ozery, whose work has
been exhibited in many parts of
the worid.

Celebrating the Sabbath in gourmet style
AS A RECENT article pointed
out, the Jew doesn't get drunk.

Although I have always believed
that Jews are like other people,
only more so, I have to confess that
in one significant respect there
does seem to be a difference. A Jew
gravitates to a shul, a gentile to a
pub. Alcoholism is not a Jewish
problem.

In any case, if the seuda shelishit
(the third statutory meal of the
Sabbath), as experienced in my
shul, is anything to go by, it is hard
to see how a Jew could run any risk
of developing into a drunkard. A
dozen cans of lager among a score
of imbibers can hardly lead to any
degree of insobriety.

What inebriation there is is a
Gottbetrunkenheit, a God-
intoxication induced by the neshama
yeteira, that "extra soul" bestowed
on the Jew who is fortunate enough
(for many of us it is economically
impossible) to be able to keep the
Sabbath, not necessarily in all its
minute details, but in its broad
totality.

This means negatively, by abstain-
ing from gainful activity, from
buying and selling, from travelling,
from writing, from carrying anything
from one place to another; and
positively, by worshipping in the
synagogue and by honouring the
seventh day with the finest raiment
and the choicest food one can
afford. ("Raiment" includes a hat,
not the abomination of a kipa.)

Saturday night at the local is
celebrated with bawdy songs of the
"rugger" variety. At the Saturday-
night table on the shul premises
there is singing, but no bawdiness,
no smut. It is an all-male gathering,
but not macho.

"The good ship Venus" has no
Jews on its passenger list. Those
who celebrate the seuda do so not.
with raucous ribaldry, but with
songs of praise to the Sabbath,
zemirot leshabbat. '

Not all these Songs refer spteeiff-
cally to Shabbat. One, indeed, i s
the twenty-third psalm, "The Lord

is my Shepherd." It is sung to three
different tunes, one to represent
each of the three statutory Sabbath
meals.

It would be idle to pretend that
any of the three melodies compares
with the best-loved setting of the
hymn which paraphrases the psalm,
or that its rendition compares with
that of a Welsh male-voice choir;
but nothing can affect the sublimity
of the Hebrew text (yes, the twenty-
third psalm was written in Hebrew,
originally!).

Another zemira gives expression
in the highest form to man's yearn-
ing for the divine. Yedid nefesh is a
piyyut, a poetical composition sup-
plementing the liturgy, which does
not hesitate to appropriate the
erotic language of the Song of
Songs.

The payyetan declares that his
soul is "sick with Thy [God's]
love" and he implores his Beloved,
in the shortest prayer in the Torah,
with which Moses entreated God
to cure Miriam's leprosy, to heal
his soul of its sickness: Ana el na
refa na lah9 Heal her now, O God, I
beseech Thee.

Some of the zemirot are on a
lower spiritual plane. They empha-
sise the more material pleasures of
the Sabbath, its gastronomical and
sartorial delights, the fish and the
fowl, the malbushei kavod, the
"garments of honour." Of these,
mah yedidut strikes ^ me as
unashamedly :gashmiyussdikP
devoted to the pleasures of the

J>ody. _
W run towards "the Sabbath,

says the author of this piyyut,
wearing delightful clothes, lehitanevg
betaanugim, to revel in pleasures;
barburim selav vedagim, swans,
quails and fish.

On the day preceding the Sabbath,
the pjyyut goes on, we procure all
kinds of delicacies. Fattened swans
are made ready while it is still
daylight, various kinds of aromatic
Wine are prepared, arrd (delicacies
for1 all three meals — all together
now for the refrain — lehitaneig

Detail from "Sabbath Candles,"
by Lee Schnur

betaanugim barburim selav vedagim.
What I shall always think of as

the swans-and-quaiis song enu-
merates permitted and prohibited
activities. To take the latter first:
forbidden — to make calculations,
lachashov cheshbonot — wait untif
Sunday to work out how much
your son's barmitzvah or your
daughter's wedding is going to set
you back.

Allowed — musing, hirhurimr
and matchmaking for one's daugh-
ters, leshaddeich habbonot. Nothing
about sons, no need to worry
about them.

(Sorry about theibnate, uncons-
cious sexism, but traditional Juda-
ism, as opposed to the diluted
progressive variety, remains anthro-

pocentric. The extraordinary thing,
I find, is that so many highly
qualified professional women would
not dream of changing over.)

"Musing" being allowed, one
tends to let one's thoughts wander.
Swans? I don't recollect ever having
had them, on Shabbat or at any
other time. I was brought up, like
everyone else I know, on chicken
soup, heenerishe zup.

Is there a shvannerishezup? Have
I missed something? Inevitably one
recalls the chefs'masterpeice of the
roast swans paraded in triumph
before the ecstatic dons and under-
graduates in "Porterhouse Blue."

Quails? We know that the
Almighty fed them to the Children
of Israel, with unfortunate results
(Numbers, 22: 33), but where does
one get them today, kosher? Did
anybody in der heim go into rap-
tures, "kvell" over kvails?

Fish present no problem, of
course. Even if, alas, your wife is
deprived of the supreme attribute
of the eshet chayyil, the frying of
the Shabbat fish, for reasons of
harsh economic necessity, one can
always get them ready-fried in oil
arid matzo meal, in the market
place. Get there early, and nobody
will see you.

One's hirhurim are brought to an
abrupt end. The zemirot are over.
Time remains time only for a devar
Torah, a brief commentary on the
week's sidra, for bentching, and
then maariv.

The latter is something of an
anti-climax. Already one senses
the clouds looming over the impend-
ing week. For 24 hours we have
escaped the worid. Soon it will be
with us once more, too much with
us, late and soon, getting and
spending, we shall lay waste our
powers.

Maariv is hurried through, hav-
dala is made, and one departs into
the night with greetings of shavua
tm, a good Week;.yes, a good
week, a good year. S6OTI it will be
Shabbat again k .•••**-•<•••
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