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Illuminate, Savor, Sweeten 

 

After Larry and I got married this summer, people started asking  us whether it felt any different 

to be married than it did to be engaged.  “Oh, being married is definitely better,” my new 

husband would respond.  “Do you know what the biggest difference is?  We no longer have to 

spend all of our time planning a wedding!” 

 

Everybody laughed at this joke!  Most of all Larry and me.  It was such a good feeling to be done 

after a year of planning!  But a few weeks ago, I noticed that Larry didn’t seem to be telling the 

joke as frequently.  My philosophy is that when you’ve got a good joke, you’ve got to milk it for 

all it’s worth.  So when new people would ask us, “So, does it feel any different to be married?” 

I would elbow Larry: tell the joke, tell the joke! 

 

At my prodding, Larry told the joke a few more times, and people laughed a few more times.  

But finally, it started to dawn on me why my husband was looking for new material: the joke 

wasn’t as funny anymore because we no longer felt so carefree.  The wedding planning is done, 

but the new house we moved into needs all sorts of work.  We’re finished with the caterer and 

the florist, but they have been replaced not by long afternoons in the hammock … but by the 

contractor, the tree guy, the plumber, and the exterminator.  We’ve been busy at work.  We’ve 

been busy with family.  And it turns out that even a couple months after getting married, the 

wedding busyness lingers on: photos to sort through and thank-you notes to write.  The to-do 

list is never finished. 

 

And so it is with most of you, I know: so busy all the time.  Some of us are planning weddings 

and moving.  Others are planning bar mitzvahs, renovating kitchens, putting together plans for 

retirement, taking loved ones to doctor’s appointments, searching for a job or trying to trying 

to take on one new project at work, carpooling to dance class and shlepping to high school 

“away” games, sleep training newborns, logging those billable hours, prepping for the SATs, 

doing yet another load of laundry, scheduling life around chemotherapy and trying to stay on 

top of the insurance paperwork, responding to an email at 7 am, at 9 pm, at 1 am.  Some of it is 

joyous, some of it is heartbreaking, some of it is just life, but all of it is so busy. 

 

In her recent book, Overwhelmed: How to Work, Love, and Play when No One Has the Time, 

journalist Brigid Schulte describes the culture of “the overwhelm” that has become so pervasive 



in American society.  (“I can guess what you’re thinking,” she writes in the preface.  “You don’t 

have time to read this book.”i)  One of the phenomena she focuses on is how even as our 

constant busyness is making us feeling overwhelmed – busyness is also, counter-intuitively, 

very much in vogue.  We live in a society in which busyness is, as one sociologist puts it, a 

“powerful cultural expectation.”  Feeling busy is a way of feeling useful, feeling needed, feeling 

important – until it all becomes too much, or more subtly, until it squeezes out the time we 

have for things that can’t be scheduled. 

 

Schulte’s book chronicles her research on a variety of public policy and corporate policy 

strategies to help people feel less overwhelmed.  But at the end of her book, she shifts her 

focus to what I would describe as the spiritual dimension to this problem of perpetual 

busyness, and she shares this story: 

 

One evening when my kids were younger, I was outside weeding… while they 

bounced with sheer delight on the trampoline.  “Mommy, come jump with us!” 

they’d cried.  “In a minute,” I kept saying. “Just let me finish weeding.”  It was a 

time… when I used to routinely ask myself, “What do I need to do before I can 

feel okay?” And then I’d run through a never-ending mental list. That evening, 

with a familiar sense of panic rising, I felt compelled to finish at least one thing, 

the weeding, on that long list.  Lost in my churning thoughts, I didn’t notice the 

sun go down.  Or hear my kids go inside.  When I looked up again, the sky was 

dark, the yard still covered in weeds, and I was alone.  I have often that back to 

that moment with such regret.ii 

 

At this season of the year when we think about our mistakes not as regrets, but as motivation 

to do better in the coming year, this is the kind of mistake  I want to talk about today: the times 

when our brains insist that we are too busy for what matters most.  That phone call from a 

loved one that we sent to voice mail because we were running out the door.  That friend we 

meant to visit in the hospital, but we just kept postponing, day after day.  That volunteer 

opportunity we saw in our email, and hesitated on for one moment of longing, before deleting 

it – no time to help with that right now.  That foliage we promise every year to enjoy. 

I’m not talking about not having time to do it all.  Nobody can do everything.  The problem, I 

think, is when time feels out of our control, when it feels as if we spend so much time emailing 

and carpooling that we never get around to living life the way we intend to live it.  Of all the 

great religious questions, I think this is one of the most important ones: how do you take the 

ordinary minutes and hours of everyday life, with all of their ordinary obligations and 

distractions, and transform them into the kind of life you mean to live? 



There are a wide range of religious approaches to this challenge, from the practices of yoga and 

meditation that can help us become more mindful, more present in the moment, to rituals for 

waking up in the morning and going to sleep at night that can help us take stock of each day.   

But I want to focus this morning on the spiritual practice that saved my own sanity this past 

year:  Shabbat. 

I know, I know.  Shabbat?!  We’re Reform Jews!  When I study the 10 commandments with 

adults, confirmation students, and b’nai mitzvah students, most of them agree: Shabbat is nice 

and all, but clearly, it isn’t as important as the other commandments.  Compared to “Thou Shalt 

Not Murder” and “Thou Shalt Not Steal,” “Protect the Sabbath Day, and keep it holy”iii seems 

like a quaint relic: a commandment from a time when people thought mere ritual was as 

important as the fundamental ethical obligations. 

 

But ethics are only valuable if we live them, and Shabbat is one of Judaism’s oldest tools for 

gaining control over our lives.  Amid the stress of so much busyness, most of us find it hard to 

live lives that mirror our true priorities. Shabbat is Jewish technology to overcome that 

challenge. 

 

Of course, a Reform Shabbat is likely to look very different from an Orthodox Jew’s Shabbat.  

For our Orthodox friends and neighbors, generations of Talmudic scholarship have defined the 

laws that govern Shabbat.  But just because we don’t see the Talmudic law as binding doesn’t 

mean that Shabbat belongs to us any less than it does to any other Jew, nor that it has any less 

to offer us.  There is more than one way to celebrate Shabbat. 

 

Here’s what Shabbat has meant in my own life over the last year.  When we got engaged, Larry 

and I made a promise: no wedding planning on Shabbat, from sundown on Friday to sundown 

on Saturday.  It’s not because we were observing Shabbat as an Orthodox couple would – we 

drive in cars, use computers and cell phones, and spend money on Shabbat.  It’s not because it 

says anywhere in the Talmud that you aren’t allowed to discuss your wedding on Shabbat – 

there’s no kind of rule like that in traditional Jewish law. But to be a Reform Jew is to adapt the 

ancient wisdom to the reality of our lives today, so we created this boundary for ourselves, our 

own interpretation of what we needed out of Shabbat this past year.   

 

As you can imagine, it was incredibly inconvenient.  The photographer, the florist, the 

seamstress, and every other vendor all suggested meeting on Saturdays, and it wasn’t that easy 

to schedule other times.  Every week, we were aware of the growing to-do list.  But we tried 

our best to enforce the boundary when Friday night rolled around: wedding planning stops 

here! And so every Friday night, when we came home from services at Beth David, I forced 

myself to put my iPhone out of reach, and put the wedding talk as far from my head as I could 



as we set the table and sat down for Shabbat dinner.  And you know what we did next:  We lit 

Shabbat candles. We raised a cup of wine.  We ate some challah, the sweetest bread of the 

week. 

 

Candles, kiddush, challah.  The three classic symbols of Shabbat.  Little things.  Judaism as we 

teach it to young children.  But I think these three little rituals contain the seeds of deep 

wisdom, more than we typically give them credit for.  So I’d like to use them as a framework for 

how we might think about Shabbat this year – a three-step road map to a Reform Shabbat. 

Even if none of these three rituals are a regular part of your life, consider them as symbols for 

what Shabbat might offer you. 

 

Here are the three steps, as I see them: 

 

Light the candles: Illuminate what really matters 

Drink the wine: Stop and Savor things as they already are 

Eat the challah: Sweeten the everyday 

 

* * * 

The first step, candles – illuminate what really matters. 

 

The glow of candlelight is much more focused than the lamps we typically use to light up our 

homes.  Candles do not light up the whole room, but the glow around the flames is so much 

more beautiful.  The first step of Shabbat, I think, is a kind of refocusing.  The work week is like 

a regular lamp, lighting up the whole room, everything that needs to be done.  But the light of 

Shabbat is the candlelight: soft and beautiful, it leaves much of the room in darkness, but 

changes our perspective on what is illuminated.   

 

Some describe Shabbat as a form of meditation.iv   Just as one who meditates tries to focus on 

his breath rather than on any surrounding distractions, one who observes Shabbat tries to focus 

on what matters most deeply rather than what is most immediate.  Shabbat is a day for re-

centering ourselves, for reminding ourselves what our true priorities and values are, and who 

and what we are when we are most fully ourselves.   

 

Ancient Roman philosophers mocked Judaism as a religion of laziness because of the Sabbath.  

They were aghast that Jews would spend one day of each week – one-seventh of their lives – 

abandoning their work.v  But the point of Shabbat is that work – even the most important work 

– is not all that matters. The activities that make up a traditional Shabbat are a reflection of 

what our ancestors believed had ultimate meaning: spending time and enjoying meals with 



family and friends, gathering as a community, prayer and spirituality, intellectual engagement 

and studying sacred texts, acts of lovingkindness.   

 

What Shabbat might look like in your life will depend on what you think you need most deeply, 

which parts of your life need to be re-balanced to match your true priorities.  I needed to stop 

wedding planning on Shabbat last year because it was taking up too much of my time, even 

though I knew that the details of flowers and appetizers weren’t what really mattered.  Maybe 

what you need in your life is a break from thinking about work, about housecleaning, about 

college admissions and SATs, or a tough financial problem you’ve been dealing with.  Maybe 

you’ve been pouring yourselves into a new project you’re excited about, but it’s beginning to 

throw your life out of balance.  If it’s worth worrying about, it will still be there when Shabbat is 

over.  In the meantime, Shabbat is for getting around to all the things that get crowded out 

during the rest of the week. 

 

If a full day off feels out of reach, start by carving out an hour or two within Shabbat, and use it 

to illuminate what matters most to you.  Rabbi Larry Kushner suggests that all sorts of different 

activities can be an authentic part of a Shabbat practice, if you do them with the intention and 

consciousness that they are part of your observance of Shabbat.vi   Maybe the old traditions 

have something to offer you: wake up early on Saturdays and join us for an hour of Torah study.  

But if what you need is outside of the synagogue walls, I hope that you’ll still consider it part of 

your Shabbat observance. Block out the time to come home early on Friday evenings, so you 

can be home in time for dinner.  Make a weekly commitment on Saturday afternoons to 

volunteer for that organization you always wish you had time for.   Set an alarm that goes off 

every Saturday, at the same time, and then call a friend you’ve been meaning to catch up with. 

Tell your children’s coach that they’ll have to miss a game, because it’s Shabbat, and they’ll be 

visiting their grandparents.   

 

* * * 

 

Wine: the second step, the second symbol.  Stop and Savor things as they already are. 

 

Wine has a long production process: Along the way, the winemakers have a lot to do to make 

the wine as delicious as possible: pruning the vines, harvesting at just the right time, testing and 

adjusting.  Good wine even improves as it ages in the bottle.  But when you open the bottle, it’s 

finished.  No more improvement.  Now it’s time to savor it. 

 

This is what the Kiddush, the toast to Shabbat that we say over grape juice or wine, reminds us 

about the story of Creation.  God created the world for six days, and then God looked at all of 



creation, and saw that it was very good.  And so on the seventh day, God stopped creating, and 

rested. 

 

Today, busyness is so often a way of demonstrating status.  “The feeling is, if I’m not busy 

today, something’s wrong,”vii the columnist Daniel Gross wrote in the New York Times.  “In the 

contemporary money culture, to be at leisure, to be idle, is to be irrelevant.”viii  But in the 

Jewish moral culture, the ability to stop being busy is a very important thing.  It is, in fact, 

central to the Torah’s idea of what it means to be made in the Image of God.  God rested, and 

so should we. 

 

Kiddush is our reminder to stop creating, stop producing, stop achieving, and start appreciating.  

Before we make Kiddush, there is a tradition for parents to bless their children, and spouses to 

thank and admire each other.  The traditional blessing for a child invokes the names of Biblical 

heroes and heroines: “May God make you like Sarah, Rebecca, Leah and Rachel.  May God 

make you as Menashe and Ephraim.”  But when my colleague Rabbi Laurie Braun blesses her 

children, she adds her own child’s name into the blessing, too.  “May God make you just like the 

Emily you are.” 

 

The drive to improve ourselves, to motivate our children, to push for success at work, to go 

after what we want, are all good things.  But if we focus too much attention on what we want 

and what we hope to become, we run the risk of losing sight of just how much we already have, 

and who we already are.  

 

What would it mean to stop critiquing, judging, and improving for one day every week?   If you 

are watching your weight, could you stop counting points for one day – not to splurge, but just 

to focus on appreciating the beauty and the health of your body, just the way it is?  If you are 

training for a marathon, could you let your Shabbat run be off-schedule, just a day to run for as 

long as you feel like it on the most beautiful trail you know, and let yourself marvel at how 

strong your legs have grown?  If your children are prone to overachieving, could you tell them 

to put their homework away on Shabbat, and make sure they know that your pride in them is 

based in qualities deeper than their academic success?  If they’re prone to underachieving, 

could you be the one to put their homework away for them – and spend Shabbat focusing on all 

the reasons you’re proud of them?   

 

Perhaps, when we go to bed on Shabbat, we might take a moment each week to look back on 

the day and remember three simple pleasures we enjoyed: a sunset, a bagel, a great song on 

the radio.  Six days of the week, it’s only human to focus on what needs to be improved and 

what could have been better.  But one day a week, Shabbat asks us to practice gratitude. 



 

* * * 

 

Challah: the third challenge, the third symbol. Sweeten the everyday. 

 

Long before multigrain bread became gourmet, brown bread was the food of peasants, and 

white bread was more expensive.  Challah, sweetened with egg and sugar, was an especially 

luxurious treat.  When you bite into that challah, it should be the most delicious bread you’ve 

eaten all week.  Why?  Because as we sing, “v’korei oneg Shabbat!” – we should be joyful on 

Shabbat.  The medieval sages wrestled with this idea: how could God command us to be joyful, 

when joy is not something people can summon at will? Rather, the sages taught, the 

commandment is to create an environment likely to encourage joy.  The word for “joy” in 

Hebrew is “oneg” -  and the tradition of the Shabbat Oneg, of serving sweets after Shabbat 

services, developed because serving sweets is one way to make the day feel special, to bring a 

little extra joy to our evening.  The tradition of eating chicken and chicken soup on Shabbat 

arose because most Jews were not wealthy enough to afford meat on a regular basis, but on 

Shabbat, we should eat the most delicious meal of the week. 

 

Not all of us get around to making chicken soup every week on Shabbat, but that doesn’t mean 

the food can’t be special.  In my house, our only rule for Friday night dinner is: no leftovers.  

When the week is crazy, which is pretty frequently, we treat ourselves to take-out.  Sushi makes 

a great Shabbat dinner, and it’s not as weird as you would think to eat it with challah.  Our 

sages teach us that Shabbat should feel distinct from the rest of the week – we set it apart as 

holy, which is to say, we make it the opposite of ordinary, so we try to make it special.  When 

we got a new grill – a big moment, you understand, for longtime apartment dwellers moving 

into our first house – we fired it up for the first time on Shabbat.  Burgers on challah rolls and a 

good bottle of wine.  It was really fabulous.   

 

Shabbat is about finding ways of cultivating joy and sweetness on a regular basis. Not “we’ll 

celebrate when we find the time,” but “we’ll celebrate right now” – a special occasion that 

comes around every week.  Take the time on Shabbat to nourish your soul with the kinds of 

gifts you don’t always get around to during the week: a bike ride in the park with your kids, a 

bubble bath, a round of golf, an afternoon listening to beautiful music or relaxing with someone 

you love.  Any of these could be your weekly Shabbat ritual.  With or without the challah. 

 

* * * 

 



Three symbols, three challenges.  Illuminate what really matters.  Stop and savor.  Sweeten the 

everyday.   

 

Shabbat is about rebalancing your priorities, about making time for the things that matter. 

 

Shabbat is about appreciating what is, and what you have, rather than striving for more. 

 

Shabbat is about squeezing a little more joy out of every week. 

 

This spring, the board of trustees set one of their goals for the coming year as developing the 

idea of what a Reform Shabbat might mean for our community.  If you’d like to be part of this 

community conversation, please let me know.  We would love to have as many voices as 

possible.   

 

Over the course of the year, we’ll be offering a variety of programs and other ways to explore 

Shabbat in more depth.  In addition to the new music that our interim cantors will be bringing 

to services, there will also be more opportunities to share Shabbat meals at home and 

discussions for adults.  For the second year at Beth David, we have a scheduled six “Community 

Shabbat Mornings” throughout the year when we have planned intergenerational 

programming and lunch.  On all of those weekends, the Shabbat learning for children replaces 

the regularly scheduled Sunday school the next day.  For those of you for whom coming on 

Shabbat morning together with your children involves some hassle and re-scheduling, I want to 

thank you in advance.  I think you’ll find it’s worth the effort. 

 

Rosh Hashanah is the season of teshuvah – the time of year for turning toward the kind of life 

we most want to lead, and for returning to our truest selves.  May Shabbat be a blessing for you 

in this coming year of 5776, as you seek to make it a year of joy and a year of meaning.   

 

Shana tova u-metukah – may it be a good and a sweet year. 
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