Work and Rest ¢ Parshat Vayakhel/Pekudei

It seems like everyone today is talking and writing
about work: the great resignation, the evolution

of o ce life and the culture of remote meetings.
The empty building is the new symbol of American
jobs. We’re unsure how to get people back into

0 cesor how to retool work life to accommodate
the flexibility that has become a right rather than

a privilege. The title of Sarah Ja e’s recent book
Work Won’t Love You Back: How Devotion to Our



board, to smelt one more fixture, or to embroider
one more stitch — would have been overwhelming.
Nahmanides highlights the expression “these are
the things which the Eternal has commanded” as a
reference not only to the building’s structures but
also to the holy vessels made to service God within
its portable walls. Busy yourself as artists for six
days, but even this special work must come to an
end.

The message could not be clearer. The end of all
creation is not building but resting.

The pinnacle of creation can only be achieved

by the cessation of creation. It is ironically the
Sabbath, the “cathedral in time,” as Rabbi Abraham
J. Heschel called it, that is the acme of the process.
“To gain control of the world of space is certainly
one of our tasks,” reminds Rabbi Heschel. “The
danger begins when in gaining power in the realm
of space we forfeit all aspirations in the realm of
time. There is a realm of time where the goal is

not to have but to be, not to own but to give, not

to control but to share, not to subdue but to be in
accord. Life goes wrong when the control of space,
the acquisition of things of space, becomes our sole
concern.”

Vayakhel makes the case that for the ancient
Israelites to achieve true piety as a community,
they needed to combine holy space with holy time.
That is why in the midst of all of the Mishkan’s
instructions, God assures Moses of our spiritual
priorities. This break in the work also flattened
whatever artisanal hierarchies existed in the
Mishkan’s construction. Everyone had a distinct
role in the building project. Some had tasks
demanding a high level of skill and expertise

that made their work seem superior. But when
everyone stops working to observe the Shabbat,
the community sheds itself of titles and talents.
Work creates status. Rest is status-free. I'm always
moved by the view from the pew: people with
impressive business cards sit beside those too
young to work, those who are retired, or those

who have simple jobs. It does not matter. In this
space, we are all spiritual citizens in the eyes of
God, judged not by our place in society but by our
goodness and piety. There must be somewhere in
the world where the first question someone asks
you is not what you do but who you are.

“Our Shabbat is a religious institution,” writes
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks in A Letter in the Scroll.
Shabbat is “a memorial to creation, the day on
which God Himself rested. But it is also and
essentially a political institution. Shabbat is the
greatest tutorial in liberty ever devised...One day
in seven, Jews create a Messianic society...It is the
day on which all hierarchies, all relationships of
power are suspended.”

Shabbat suspends hierarchy and produces the
necessary restoration to keep the holiest of
building projects going. Rest is not a weakness.
Itis our greatest strength. Jim Loehr and Tony
Schwartz, who used to coach Olympic athletes
and then began working with corporate leaders,
share that one of the most important lessons they
learned from extraordinary athletes is the way
they build recovery into their routines. In their
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