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Two Concepts Of Shabbat 
The State-of-Being Shabbat And The Seventh-Day Shabbat 

 
 

 
The Failure of Seventh-Day Shabbat 

 
In the 1960s, th is  wri ter introduced a new concept of Shabbat:  Shabbat as 

a state of being.1 This is  an appropriate t ime to focus anew on this concept,  

which wi l l  be referred to as the "State-of-Being Shabbat." The reason is  that the 

problem of the "Seventh-Day Shabbat," namely, the histor ical concept of a 

Shabbat that occurs on Friday evening and Saturday, is  once again a subject of 

discussion, part icular ly in the Reform Jewish community.2 The dif f icult ies facing 

the Seventh-Day Shabbat are of grave importance not only to Reform, however, 

but to the ent ire modernist Jewish community,3 both because of the Shabbat 's  

central  s tatus histor ical ly,  and because of the general problem of lack of 

observance of the histor ical Jewish temporal rel ig ious occasions, that is ,  the 

hol idays and r i tuals that are celebrated at t imes determined by the "Jewish" 

calendar ( in real i ty,  a Babylonian-Jewish calendar).  The reason the histor ical 

temporal rel ig ious observances are of such serious importance to the modernist 

Jewish community is  that i t  is  hardly conceivable that a rel ig ious community can 

survive the abandonment of the major observances that concretely express and 

celebrate i ts  bel iefs and values. For what does the lack of observance of 

rel ig ious occasions mean other than that i ts  supposed adherents reject them, 

and thereby impl ic i t ly  s ignal their  reject ion of the rel ig ion's val id i ty and 

relevance for their  l ives?  

The event in the Reform Jewish community that occasioned a resurgence 

of interest in the Seventh-Day Shabbat 's  di f f icult ies was the address to the 

Central  Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR) del ivered by i ts  then outgoing 

president,  Rabbi W. Gunther Plaut,  at i ts  convention held in June 1985. (Rabbi 

Plaut a lso summarized his address in an art ic le that appeared in the Winter 

1985-86 issue of Reform Judaism . )  In his address Plaut sated in no uncertain 

terms his v iew that Fr iday evening services in Reform temples are decidedly 

unsuccessful:  
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Our prayer services have become worshipful exercises 

demanded by tradit ional habits ,  but with rare exceptions, and they 

exist,  they are f i l led neither with drama nor intel lectual acuity,  and 

instead feature set r i tuals which the rabbi dreads and the small  

congregation endures… 

…we must ask whether i t  is  not t ime to draw the consequences 

of what our people are tel l ing us by their  very absence. For the s ix to 

ten percent of our members who come on those Friday nights that do 

not enjoy the benefi t  of special events are s imply not enough. 

Irreverently again, no business would consider running at that rate 

and I  venture to suggest neither should the spir i tual business of our 

movement. 

…I f ind in i ts  [ the synagogue's] roster of opportunit ies the late 

Fr iday night service to be of great ly reduced importance. In my 

experience and my travels around the world I  have seen i t  as a 

resounding fai lure. I t  therefore needs to be reassessed and i f  

required, abandoned forthwith as the centerpiece of Reform rel ig ious 

expression.  

Though they [Fr iday night services] have become sacred cows 

in the minds of many, they have long ago lost their  funct ion of 

sacredness and al l  too often have retained only a pseudo-histor ical 

halo.  

I t  should quickly be added that the Friday experience was even 

then [ in 1869] somewhat of a fa i lure, so that in short order Reform 

Jews clamored for an even more convenient t ime. One hundred and 

ten congregations, by the far major i ty,  went to Sunday morning 

services as their  chief worship experience of the week. But that too 

f izzled because the new members who joined our movement could not 

relate to Sunday mornings and demanded that there be a Shabbat 

experience. Se back we went to Fr iday night,  though the success was 

not inspir ing.4 
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Plaut 's  remarks, as is  c lear,  speak only of the fa i lure of the Friday 

evening service. Apparently Plaut is  of the opinion that the problem of the 

Shabbat is  only the Friday evening service. In th is ,  I  bel ieve, Plaut is  in error.  

The problem in my view is  much more fundamental;  i t  is  the concept of the 

Seventh-Day Shabbat i tself .  I t  is  the Seventh-Day Shabbat that has fai led, not 

merely the Friday evening service. The fai lure of the Friday evening service is  

just symptomatic of the general fa i lure of the Seventh-Day Shabbat in the 

modernist Jewish community. What th is means concretely is  that the Seventh-

Day Shabbat does not have the potency to attract modernist Jews on the whole 

to observe i t .  Modernist Jews, with rare exceptions, do not al ter their  work or 

social  behavior on Friday nights or Saturdays in order to celebrate the Seventh-

Day Shabbat. 

This having been said, the question then becomes: What should the 

modernist Jewish community do regarding the Shabbat? Should a massive effort  

be mounted to reviv i fy observance of the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  or should some 

other course of act ion be pursued? Conventional wisdom maintains the former, 

i .e. ,  that the Seventh-Day Shabbat should be resurrected. Plaut,  who 

subscribes to th is v iew, argues that rabbis should direct their  energy to having 

their  members "reintroduce a meaningful Fr iday night experience at home." In 

my opinion, however, such attempts to resurrect the Seventh-Day Shabbat are 

foredoomed. The reason is  that the cause for the fa i lure of the Seventh-Day 

Shabbat is  not that the part icular ways in which i t  has been observed have been 

unsuccessful,  but that the Seventh-Day Shabbat is  per se  a rel ig ious 

observance that has lost i ts  s ignif icance for the great major i ty of modernist 

Jews in contemporary society. To understand why this is  the case, we must 

enter upon an analys is of the condit ions I  bel ieve are necessary for rel ig ious 

observances to be meaningful for the general i ty of a rel ig ious community. By an 

observance being meaningful for the general i ty of a rel ig ious community I  mean 

that i ts  value for the members of the community is  such that the observance per 

se  motivates al l  or almost al l  the members to keep i t .  I t  fo l lows, therefore, that 

without the condit ions that are necessary for an observance to be meaningful,  

few, i f  any, members of the rel ig ious community wi l l  keep i t .  
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What makes a Religious Observance Meaningful? 
 
This analys is of the condit ions that are necessary for a rel ig ious 

observance to be meaningful is  based upon a concept that wi l l  be referred to as 

the existent ia l  context theory of meaningful re l ig ious observance .  This theory 

states that a rel ig ious observance wi l l  be meaningful to the general i ty of 

members of a rel ig ious community only to the degree that the observance is  in 

harmony with i ts  existent ia l  context.  An observance's existent ia l  context 

consists of the intel lectual,  economic, cultural-social ,  and pol i t ical  condit ions of 

the environment in which the members of the rel ig ious community l ive .  Thus, 

the existent ia l  context of a rel ig ious observance upon which i ts  meaningfulness 

depends is  const i tuted of the basic condit ions of the environment of the persons 

who are to keep the observance. These condit ions impart to the existent ia l  

context a dynamic and character is t ic conf igurat ion with which a part icular 

rel ig ious observance may or may not be in harmony. A rel ig ious observance 

that is  in harmony with i ts  existent ia l  context is  termed rhythmic ;  an observance 

that is  out of harmony with i ts  existent ia l  context is  arrhythmic .   

I t  wi l l  be helpful to introduce some further terms here. A rel ig ious 

observance is  said to be potent when i t  is  meaningful for al l  or the great 

major i ty of the members of a rel ig ious community. The observance is  referred to 

as ineff icacious  when i t  is  meaningful for only a minori ty of the community. And 

the observance is  termed impotent  when i t  is  meaningful for none or almost 

none of the members of the community. Since, according to the existent ia l  

context theory of meaningful rel ig ious observance, the meaningfulness of an 

observance is  dependent upon the degree to which is  in harmony with i ts  

existent ia l  context,  an observance, the meaningfulness of an observance is  

dependent upon the degree to which i t  is  in harmony with i ts  existent ia l  context,  

an observance wi l l  be potent i f  i t  is  rhythmic; i t  wi l l  be ineff icacious i f  i t  is  

part ia l ly arrhythmic; and i t  wi l l  be impotent i f  i t  is  mostly or ent irely arrhythmic. 

The rule s imply is  that the greater the disharmony between an observance and 

i ts  existent ia l  context,  the closer to impotence i t  comes. An observance that is  

arrhythmic becomes impotent for members of a rel ig ious community and as a 
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consequence they are no longer motivated to observe i t .  As a result ,  they no 

longer keep the observance and i t  fa l ls  into disuse. 

Hence a rel ig ious observance may be l ikened to a l iv ing organism such as 

a plant.  As a plant requires for i ts  existence an interdependent relat ion with a 

nurtur ing environment, so does an observance require a nurtur ing organic 

relat ion with i ts  existent ia l  context.  Moreover, cr i t ical observat ion teaches that 

each possesses a l i fe history. The plant in interrelat ionship with changes in i ts  

environment comes into existence, f lour ishes, weakens, and dies. Similar ly,  

over the course of t ime, the rel ig ious observance in interrelat ionship with 

changes in i ts  existent ia l  context wi l l  emerge, grow potent,  turn ineff icacious, 

and, f inal ly,  become impotent.  

I t  wi l l  be helpful to c lar i fy further the not ion of rhythmic rel ig ious 

observat ion by presenting a concrete i l lustrat ion. The bibl ical "Fest ival of 

Ingathering" serves this purpose wel l .  

The ancient Israel i tes, according to the Bible, were commanded by the 

god Yahweh to celebrate "the Fest ival of Ingathering…when [they] gather in the 

frui t  of [ their ]  labor from the f ield" (Exod. 23:16). Examining the Fest ival of 

Ingathering we see why i t  was rhythmic, that is ,  in harmony with the 

environmental condit ions in which the ancient Israel i tes l ived. 

Intel lectual condit ions :  The Fest ival of Ingathering was in harmony with 

the basic bel iefs of the ancient Israel i te community regarding real i ty.  These 

were: that there existed a theist ic god Yahweh; that Yahweh had commanded 

that the Israel i tes were to celebrate the Fest ival of Ingathering; that fa i lure to 

celebrate the Fest ival of Ingathering was to disobey Yahweh and, therefore, 

s inful ;  and that such s inful  disobedience would lead to Yahweh's punishing 

them. 

Economic condit ions :  The Fest ival of Ingathering was an agricultural 

fest ival and the economy of the Israel i tes was pr imari ly agricultural.  Moreover, 

and of great importance, the celebrat ion took place immediately when a major 

economic event in their  l ives - complet ion of the harvest -  s ignaled that i t  was 

appropriate to hold a harvest celebrat ion. Thus the Fest ival of Ingathering was 

in harmony with the structure and f low of the economy. 
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Cultural-social  condit ions :  The Fest ival of Ingathering was not only a 

rel ig ious hol iday, but a lso the cultural-social  expression of a sentiment present 

in the consciousness of the dominant rel ig ious community in which the 

Israel i tes l ived. 5 Thus the Fest ival of Ingathering was celebrated immediately  

fo l lowing the harvest,  whi le the community st i l l  fe l t  intensely the emotions of 

thankfulness and grat i tude toward div ine providence, Moreover, general ly al l  

the persons with whom the Israel i tes interacted, nuclear family,  extended 

family,  and corel ig ionists, observed the Fest ival of Ingathering and thereby 

reinforced i ts  social  and psychic power. 

Poli t ical condit ions :  Ancient Israel was a theocracy, a state governed by 

div ine law, namely, the law commanded by the god Yahweh. Accordingly, the 

Fest ival of Ingathering was not only a rel ig ious observance, but a pol i t ical  and 

legal hol iday of the state as wel l .  

Having examined the existent ia l  context with which the Fest ival of 

Ingathering was harmonious, and which, therefore, made the hol iday rhythmic 

for the ancient Israel i tes, i t  requires l i t t le effort  to construct a hypothetical 

existent ia l  context with which the Fest ival of Ingathering would be 

disharmonious. Such a hypothet ical disharmonious existent ia l  context would 

conceivably have the fol lowing character is t ics:  

1.  I f  the Israel i te community on the whole bel ieved that harvests were 

basical ly produced by natural causes rather that through supernatural act ion by 

a theist ic god such as Yahweh, and, in addit ion, that neither Yahweh nor any 

other deity had commanded keeping the Fest ival of Ingathering. This would 

mean that there was neither a rel ig ious obl igat ion to keep the fest ival nor div ine 

punishment for not keeping i t .  

2.  I f  the Fest ival of Ingathering, an agricultural fest ival,  bore no relat ion to 

the way in which the Israel i tes earned their  l ivel ihood, as would be the case, for 

example, i f  their  economic act iv i ty were commercial ,  industr ia l ,  and 

technological.  Thus, the t ime appropriate for an agricultural  celebrat ion, such 

as the complet ion of a harvest,  would hold no relevance to the t ime appropriate 

for a hol iday for those working in the commercial ,  industr ia l ,  and technological 

spheres of their  economy. 
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3.  I f  the Fest ival of Ingathering were not a cultural-social  expression of the 

values and sentiments experienced by the dominant rel ig ious community in 

which the Israel i tes l ived. And i f  the famil ies and other social  groups to which 

indiv idual Israel i tes belonged did not by and large keep the Fest ival of 

Ingathering. 

4.  I f  the Fest ival of Ingathering were s imply a rel ig ious celebrat ion rather 

than a pol i t ical  and legal hol iday as wel l .  Moreover, i f  instead of l iv ing in a 

country ruled by a theocrat ic dictatorship that compelled rel ig ious observance, 

the Israel i tes l ived in a country where there was a separat ion of rel ig ious 

inst i tut ions from the state and which guaranteed rel ig ious freedom, so that no 

one was legal ly obl igated to observe the Fest ival.  

In point of fact,  a counterpart of the Fest ival of Ingathering does exist in 

the present;  i t  is  the harvest fest ival of Sukkot.  Sukkot is ,  in fact,  

d isharmonious with i ts  existent ia l  context -  the intel lectual,  economic, cultural-

social ,  and pol i t ical condit ions that const i tute the environment of the modernist 

Jew - in the way that the Fest ival of Ingathering is  disharmonious with the 

existent ia l  context hypothet ical ly projected in the example given above. One 

can see the result .  Sukkot has become arrhythmic for the vast major i ty of 

modernist Jews, and is  thereby ineff icacious for some communit ies and 

impotent for most.  Modernist Jews are in the main unaware when Sukkot 

occurs; let a lone do they observe i t .  

 

The Seventh-Day Shabbat Is Arrhythmic 
 
We return then to the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  the view that Shabbat is  a 

day, a temporal occasion, that is  to be observed from Friday evening to 

Saturday night as a period of rest and special  l i turgical services. I t  is  evident 

from the earl ier discussion, as wel l  as from general experience, that the 

Seventh-Day Shabbat lacks meaning for the great major i ty of modernist Jews. 

The only quest ion is  whether a massive effort  to reviv i fy i t  should be made. For 

those who subscribe to the existent ia l  context theory of meaningful rel ig ious 

observance, th is  quest ion is  decided by whether the Seventh-Day Shabbat is  
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disharmonious with i ts  existent ia l  context,  and, therefore, arrhythmic. I f  i t  is  

arrhythmic -  and I  bel ieve the analysis that fol lows wi l l  show this to be the case 

- the Seventh-Day Shabbat cannot be made potent and there remains no 

reasonable alternat ive but to replace i t  with a di f ferent concept of Shabbat.  To 

continue to expend energy upon an arrhythmic observance is  an exercise in 

fut i l i ty  and a wasteful expenditure of the modernist Jewish community 's  l imited 

human and economic resources. 

The point must be stressed that i f  the Seventh-Day Shabbat has become 

arrhythmic no one is  gui l ty of wrong-doing. No indiv idual or group with in a 

rel ig ious community -  neither c lergy nor la i ty -  is  responsible for a rel ig ious 

observance becoming disharmonious with i ts  existent ia l  context,  for changes in 

an existent ia l  context result  f rom theological and histor ical forces that are 

beyond the control  of any rel ig ious community. I t  makes no more sense to hold 

a person or group responsible for the obsolescence of a rel ig ious observance 

than i t  does to blame someone for the ext inct ion of a l i fe form such as the 

dinosaur. On the other hand, i t  is  reasonable for the modernist Jewish 

community to hold i tself  responsible for squandering i ts  resources in a vain 

effort  to preserve an observance once i t  has become aware that the observance 

is  arrhythmic. 

To see that the Seventh-Day Shabbat is  arrhythmic, we can fol low the 

same procedure as with the Fest ival of Ingathering above. We wil l  examine the 

nature of the existent ia l  context with which the Seventh-Day Shabbat has 

histor ical ly been harmonious, and compare this with i ts  contemporary 

existent ia l  context.  The point may be noted that the Seventh-Day Shabbat has 

been harmonious with a number of existent ia l  contexts s ince i ts  emergence in 

the 19th century, with the mass exodus of Jews from Europe's ghettos, and the 

appearance of great numbers of modernist Jews, that the Seventh-Day Shabbat 

has become Arrhythmic for the major i ty of Jews.  
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When Seventh-Day Shabbat Was Rhythmic 
 

The fol lowing is  a descript ion of the typical existent ia l  context with which 

the Seventh-Day Shabbat has histor ical ly been in harmony. As def ined earl ier,  

the existent ia l  context of a rel ig ious observance is  const i tuted of the 

environmental condit ions of the persons who are to keep the observance. 

Intel lectual Condit ions :  In ancient and medieval t imes (which lasted in 

Eastern Europe into the 19th century),  pract ical ly a l l  Jews l ived in self-contained 

communit ies. By a self-contained Jewish community is  meant one that on the 

whole is  intel lectual ly,  cultural ly-social ly,  and to varying degrees, pol i t ical ly and 

economical ly,  set apart from non-Jewish communit ies. Such self-contained 

communit ies have histor ical ly been Jewish states, quasi-states, or ghettos, and 

within these communit ies, Jews const i tuted either the dominant rel ig ious group 

or the only rel ig ious group. 

The fundamental bel iefs regarding ult imate real i ty of  the self-contained 

communit ies in which the ancient and medieval Jews l ived strongly supported 

observance of the Seventh-Day Shabbat.  Among these bel iefs was the doctr ine 

that the universe was created by the deity Yahweh in s ix days and that on the 

seventh he rested, which imparted to the seventh day for al l  t ime a unique, 

special,  and holy qual i ty.  Another basic tenet was that Yahweh had commanded 

the Jews to observe the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  which consisted of a str ict  

prohibi t ion against work, among many other regulat ions. 

An important sent iment that arose in the course of Jewish history was that 

a special expression of Yahweh's providence and love, including the assurance 

of a joyous eternal l i fe,  manifested i tself  to the Jews at the t ime of the Seventh-

Day Shabbat celebrat ion. This resulted in the Jews' experiencing a profound 

sense of perfect securi ty,  physical and psychic, during the observance of the 

Seventh-Day Shabbat.  This sense of perfect securi ty through relat ionship with 

an al l -providing Yahweh brought Jews, when celebrat ing the Seventh-Day 

Shabbat,  to a consciousness of a state of ul t imate meaningful existence, a state 

that may also be referred to as soter ia .  

Economic condit ions :  Regardless of the nature of the various economic 

systems under which Jews l ived in ancient and medieval t imes, they were able 
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to desist from economic act iv i ty during the Seventh-Day Shabbat and suffered 

negl ig ib le f inancial harm. The pr imary reason was that the self -contained 

communit ies in which they l ived were so structured that economic act iv i ty for al l  

pract ical purposes came to a halt  on the seventh day. 

Cultural-social  condit ions :  The Seventh-Day Shabbat pervaded the 

cultural and social  l i fe of the self-contained communit ies of the ancient and 

medieval Jews. I t  was the holy day of rest in the Jewish calendar by which they 

measured t ime and according to which they structured their  cultural and social  

act iv i t ies. Chi ldren did not attend school on the seventh day, and fest ive 

gatherings of family and fr iends took place. In addit ion to unique rel ig ious 

services, food and clothing were al l  special  on the seventh day. Moreover, for 

the ancient and medieval Jews, cultural areas such as l i terature, music, and 

other f ine arts pract ical ly always expressed rel ig ious themes, and the Seventh-

Day Shabbat was a pervasive subject to these pursuits .  Once the synagogue 

came into existence, i t  became the Jews' cultural and social  center,  and i ts  

special Seventh-Day Shabbat act iv i t ies reinforced and enhanced the indiv idual 

Jew's experience of soter ia  on the seventh day. 

Poli t ical condit ions :  Whether Jews in ant iquity or the Middle Ages l ived in 

a Jewish state, quasi-state, or ghetto, they l ived in communit ies that are 

accurately described as theocrat ic.  The Jewish rel ig ions they adhered to (no 

matter how else they dif fered) decreed as dogma the bel ief that Yahweh, God of 

the Universe, had issued commandments to the Jews, and that he had given to 

Jewish leaders and communit ies the r ight to enforce obedience to these 

commandments. Consequently,  s ince observance of the Seventh-Day Shabbat 

was bel ieved to have been commanded by Yahweh, Jews who fai led to keep i t  

were considered s inners and were, therefore, punished by Jewish leaders and 

communit ies to the extent that they possessed power to do so. Such 

punishment ranged from death in the bibl ical period to excommunicat ion and 

social  and economic ostracism in the Middle Ages. 

I t  is  evident from above discussion that the Seventh-Day Shabbat was a 

rhythmic observance for ancient and medieval Jews, a celebrat ion profoundly 

harmonious with i ts  existent ia l  context.  Subjected to a comparable analysis, i t  

is  equal ly evident that the Seventh-Day Shabbat in modernist Jewish 
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communit ies is  an arrhythmic observance disharmonious with i ts  existent ia l  

context.  We can use this even in a br ief survey of the environmental condit ions 

in which modernist Jews l ive. 

 

The Modernist Jew's Existential Context 
 
Before proceeding to a discussion of the environmental condit ions in 

which modernist Jews l ive, i t  wi l l  be helpful to make two prefatory general 

comments. 

First,  a dist inct ion is  to be drawn between modernist Jewish communit ies 

that are extra-Israel ( that is ,  outs ide the state of Israel) ,  and those that are in 

Israel.  Therefore, unless specif ical ly referred to as "modernist Israel i  Jewish 

communit ies," by "modernist Jewish communit ies" is  meant those that are extra-

Israel.   

Second, the Jewish communit ies of ant iquity and the Middle Ages as 

pointed out earl ier,  were self-contained, and Jews in effect,  therefore, l ived in 

their  own environments separated and isolated from the environments in which 

non-Jews l ived. Modernist Jewish communit ies, on the other hand, are not self -

contained; they are integrated with the general communit ies of which they are a 

part.  Thus modernist Jews (such as those in America) l ive in two communit ies: 

in modernist Jewish communit ies, and in the general communit ies they share 

with non-Jews. Since modernist Jews l ive in two communit ies, they l ive in two 

environments as wel l :  a modernist Jewish environment and a general one. As a 

result ,  the existent ia l  context of modernist Jews' rel ig ious observances is  a 

composite, a blend of the Jewish and general environments. 

Intel lectual condit ions :  The most important of the environmental 

condit ions required to make a rel ig ious observance rhythmic are, to my mind, 

the intel lectual condit ions, or bel iefs regarding ult imate real i ty.  Regardless of 

how favorable economic, cultural-social ,  and pol i t ical condit ions may be for 

keeping an observance, i f  persons' bel iefs regarding ult imate real i ty do not 

just i fy keeping the observance, history shows the overwhelming major i ty of 

them wil l  eventual ly abandon i t .  Consequently,  the most important reason 

ancient and medieval Jews kept the Seventh-Day Shabbat was that the self-
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contained Jewish communit ies in which they l ived aff i rmed the ult imate real i ty 

in which a creator God of the Universe had commanded observance of the 

Seventh-Day Shabbat.  The s i tuat ion for modernist Jews is  just the opposite; the 

intel lectual environment of the communit ies in which they l ive does not support 

the view that a creator God of the Universe commanded observance of the 

Seventh-Day Shabbat. 

The reason is  that both the Jewish and general communit ies of modernist 

Jews are dominated by a cr i t ical  and scient i f ic mental i ty that mil i tates against 

th is  v iew. The fundamental source of the not ion that a creator God of the 

Universe commanded observance of the Seventh-Day Shabbat is  the 

Pentateuch, the f i rs t  f ive books of the Bible. Cri t ical s tudy of the Bible, by 

modernist Jewish and non-Jewish scholars al ike, shows that there is  no 

credible evidence that the Bible is  a ver idical or l i teral ly accurate histor ical 

document. Consequently,  for the modernist Jew there is  no object ively-based 

div ine command to keep the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  and, of course, no promise 

of a supernatural reward of perfect securi ty for the person who does so. Thus 

for the modernist Jew there is  no object ive rel ig ious reason for keeping the 

Seventh-Day Shabbat.  This is  not to gainsay that an indiv idual modernist Jew 

may have subject ive or personal reasons for observing a Seventh-Day Shabbat,  

but for the modernist Jewish community there is  no obl igat ion to do so. 

Two further points bear mention here: 

1.  The argument can be put forth that modernist Jews have an obl igat ion to 

keep the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  a l though they do not bel ieve that a deity 

commanded i t ,  because Jews in the past observed i t .  In my view, th is  argument 

is  f lawed for at least two reasons. 

First,  i t  should be borne in mind that Jews of the past did not observe the 

Seventh-Day Shabbat because Jews before them did so. Integral to their  

keeping i t  was their  bel ief that the deity Yahweh had so commanded i t .  Once i t  

is  no longer accepted that a creator God of the Universe has commanded 

keeping the Seventh-Day Shabbat there is  no rel ig ious or psychological way of 

observing i t  the way past Jews did, that is ,  the necessary state of bel ief that 

God commanded i ts  observance is  absent. 
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Second, i f  one maintains that there is  an obl igat ion to keep a rel ig ious 

observance because Jews of the past did, and, therefore, modernist Jews have 

an obl igat ion to keep the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  then i t  should also be 

maintained that there is  an obl igat ion to keep al l  the observances Jews of the 

past have kept,  such as kashrut ,  mikveh ,  and indeed the ent ire Orthodox Jewish 

Halacha. Clearly,  modernist Jews reject th is  reasoning for the view that an 

observance must be relevant and meaningful in the present,  and hold that past 

Jewish usage confers no binding obl igat ion upon subsequent generat ions of 

Jews. 

2.  I t  is  s ignif icant to note that even when modernist Jews l ive in a general 

community that is  Jewish, namely, the state of Israel,  they do not for the most 

part observe the seventh day as a rel ig ious occasion. This supports the view 

stated earl ier that intel lectual condit ions are the fundamental reason for 

keeping as rel ig ious observance, and, as a result ,  once these condit ions no 

longer support bel ief in a rel ig ious observance, the rel ig ious observance is  

abandoned. Modernist Israel i  Jewish communit ies, l ike modernist Jewish 

communit ies everywhere, do not bel ieve there is  an object ive rel ig ious 

obl igat ion to observe a Seventh-Day Shabbat.  Hence, l ike modernist Jews who 

l ive in non-Jewish general communit ies, modernist Israel i  Jews do not for the 

most part keep the seventh day as a rel ig ious observance, even though 

economic, cultural-social ,  and pol i t ical condit ions in Israel are favorable for 

them to do so. 

Economic condit ions :  In the non-Jewish general communit ies in which al l  

modernist Jews other than Israel is  l ive, the seventh day is  an ordinary day for 

work or commerce, and therefore, in conf l ict  with the concept of the seventh 

day as Shabbat,  a holy day of rest.  Many modernist Jews would suffer 

s ignif icant f inancial or career disadvantages i f  they did not work on the seventh 

day. Economic loss, a l l  would agree, is  no just i f icat ion for disobeying the 

commands of a creator God of the Universe. Since the modernist Jewish 

community, however, has no credible evidence that any deity has ordained the 

seventh day as a day of rest,  i t  makes l i t t le sense for modernist Jews to refrain 

from work on the seventh day and suffer f inancial loss when they are violat ing 
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no div ine command or rel ig ious obl igat ion by doing so. That th is is  the 

sentiment of modernist Jews is  evident from their  behavior.  

Cultural-social  condit ions :  L ike the economic condit ions, the cultural-

social  condit ions of the general communit ies in which modernist Jews l ive 

(except,  to a degree, for those who reside in Israel)  are antagonist ic to 

observance of a Seventh-Day Shabbat.  In the civ i l  (Gregorian) calendar by 

which, real is t ical ly speaking, modernist Jews measure t ime and which 

determines the f low of their  l ives (rather than the Jewish calendar),  the seventh 

day has no special  s ignif icance, let a lone is  i t  a holy day of rest.  Cultural and 

social  act iv i t ies of every sort,  f rom theatre to sport events, take place on the 

seventh day. Similar ly,  the Seventh-Day Shabbat occupies no place in the 

cultural consciousness of the general community. Since modernist Jews are 

properly part ic ipants in the r ich cultural and social  l i fe of the general 

communit ies in which they l ive, observance of the Seventh-Day Shabbat not 

only receives no support from these Jews' cultural and social  experiences, but,  

often instead, competi t ion. Once the point has been recognized that that 

Seventh-Day Shabbat is  not a rel ig ious obl igat ion for modernist Jews, there can 

be no object ion to their  obvious preference for engaging in the cultural and 

social  act iv i t ies of their  general communit ies rather than observing a Seventh-

Day Shabbat. 

Poli t ical condit ions :  Unl ike the theocrat ic Jewish communit ies in which 

ancient and medieval Jews l ived, modernist Jews l ive in Jewish rel ig ious 

communit ies that possess neither the inst i tut ional nor social  power to enforce 

rel ig ious observance. This is  to be attr ibuted to widespread acceptance of the 

pr inciple of separat ion of rel ig ion and state in the countr ies in which modernist 

Jews l ive. Possessing personal rel ig ious freedom, modernist Jews need fol low 

rel ig ious pract ices only i f  they wish to do so. I t  is  reasonable to suppose they 

wish to do so only i f  they f ind the pract ices relevant and meaningful.  Given the 

profound confl ict  between the intel lectual,  economic, and cultural-social  

condit ions of the modernist Jews' environment and the Seventh-Day Shabbat 

that has been described, few may be expected to keep the Seventh-Day 

Shabbat,  and real i ty bears out th is  expectat ion. 
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Comparing the environments descir ibed above, of the ancient and 

medieval Jews with that of modernist Jews, i t  is  evident that the Seventh-Day 

Shabbat for the former was as harmonious with i ts  existent ia l  context as i t  is  

disharmonious for the latter.  Thus the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  a l though a 

rhythmic observance once, has become arrhythmic for modernist Jews. As 

such, in accordance with the existent ia l  context theory of meaningful rel ig ious 

observance, the Seventh-Day Shabbat is  fated to be ineff icacious at best for 

modernist Jewish communit ies and impotent at worst.  

There is ,  then, no reasonable hope that in the world of the modernist Jew 

the Seventh-Day Shabbat can be fashioned into a potent rel ig ious observance. 

This being the case, more than unproductive, i t  is  destruct ive in a modernist 

Jewish community to continue to hold to the concept of the Seventh-Day 

Shabbat,  in which the seventh day is  presented as the central rel ig ious 

observance of the community. Empty temples on the seventh day and general 

lack of observance sap the strength of rabbis and discourage congregants, 

leading to self- images of defeat and hopelessness as rel ig ious Jews. Perhaps 

nothing is  more corrosive of the Jewish future than teaching young people the 

concept of the Seventh-Day Shabbat in rel ig ious schools when al l  about them 

they see modernist Jewish adults  disregard the day the youngsters have been 

told is  a div inely ordained day of rest.  What can make a better case to Jewish 

youngsters of the untruth and irrelevance of their  rel ig ion? 

 

The State-of-Being Shabbat 
 
The solut ion to the problem of the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  I  bel ieve, is  not 

to discard Shabbat,  but to replace the seventh-day concept with one that 

provides a Shabbat that is  rhythmic and harmonious with the existent ia l  context 

that the environment of the modern Jew creates. Such a concept is  Shabbat as 

a state of being. The State-of-Being Shabbat is  at once an evolut ionary 

emergent form the Seventh-Day Shabbat and radical ly di f ferent from i t .  Hence 

to explain the nature o the State-of-Being Shabbat we wi l l  begin with an 

analysis of the tradit ional experience of the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  that is ,  a 
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dissect ion of the contents of the consciousness of a person celebrat ing the 

Seventh-Day Shabbat.   

These contents can be div ided into two basic categories.  

The f i rs t  category consists of these elements: (1) Awareness of the 

pr inciples that underl ie the Seventh-Day Shabbat,  as, for example, the bel ief 

that the universe was created in s ix days by the god Yahweh, who rested on the 

seventh day, and thereupon commanded that i t  be kept as a day of rest,  and the 

bel ief that those who keep the Seventh-Day Shabbat receive perfect securi ty 

from Yahweh, div ine (supernatural)  protect ion in th is  world and eternal b lessed 

l i fe in the next.  (2) Concentrat ion on the pract ices prescribed for the Seventh-

Day Shabbat,  such as recitat ion of obl igatory prayers, and absolute abstent ion 

from work as wel l  as al l  other prohibited act iv i t ies. (3) A conception of the 

seventh day, the period of t ime that const i tutes the Shabbat,  as being a "th ing," 

an object that is  i tself  holy. (4) A perception of perfect securi ty at having kept 

the commandment of an al l-protect ing God. 

The second category of the contents of the consciousness of a person 

engaged in the tradit ional celebrat ion of the Seventh-Day Shabbat is  an 

experience of ul t imate meaningful existence or soter ia, the psychic state of 

being to which the f i rs t  category, consist ing of the consciousness of bel iefs and 

pract ices, br ings the person. 

In the concept of the State-of-Being Shabbat,  i t  is  only th is  second 

category of the contents of consciousness of the tradit ional Seventh-Day 

Shabbat,  the experience of soter ia ,  that is  considered to be Shabbat;  the f i rs t  

category, consciousness of bel iefs and pract ices, is  v iewed as only an 

instrument or vehicle of Shabbat,  a means whereby the state of being that is  

Shabbat is  produced. Accordingly, s ince Shabbat is  the experience of soter ia  

a lone, and a bel ief such as the seventh day being a holy day of rest is  merely a 

vehicle that serves to br ing about Shabbat, a person who f inds the holy seventh 

day concept impotent in producing the experience of soter ia  can s imply treat 

the seventh day as an ordinary day. In the concept of Shabbat as a state-of-

being, i t  is  only the experience of soter ia  that is  Shabbat,  and vehicles that 

cannot br ing about Shabbat are discarded or dispensed with as one wishes. 
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Some further observat ions on the nature and impl icat ions of the State-of-

Being Shabbat wi l l  help to c lar i fy the concept.   

1.  There is  no part icular t ime when Shabbat is  celebrated. Since i t  is  

Shabbat whenever soter ia  is  experienced, Shabbat can be celebrated at any 

t ime for any period of t ime. I t  may be experienced by some persons often, and 

by others rarely. Accordingly, the State-of-Being Shabbat is  detemporal ized. 

2.  There is  no part icular p lace where Shabbat is  celebrated. I t  may be 

experienced in a temple or on the shore of an ocean. Thus, the State-of-Being 

Shabbat is  despatia l ized. 

3.  The vehicles that produce Shabbat can vary from person to person, and 

for the same person, from one occasion to the next.  The s ight of a beauti ful  

landscape, complet ion of a di f f icult  task, a vacation, can serve as vehicles of 

Shabbat. 

4.  A communal or indiv idual experience can serve as a vehicle of Shabbat. 

5.  Beliefs and pract ices, customari ly associated with the Seventh-Day 

Shabbat need not be discarded by those who subscribe to the State-of-Being 

Shabbat.  Persons who experience soter ia  by v ir tue of attending seventh-day 

temple services, or by bel ieving that Yahweh created the universe in s ix days 

and ordained the seventh a holy day of rest,  should, of course, fol low such 

pract ices and bel iefs and celebrate Shabbat on the seventh day. 

6.  The basic meaning of the word Shabbat in the state-of-being concept is  

s ignif icant ly di f ferent from that in the seventh-day concept.  In the Seventh-Day 

Shabbat,  the pr imary sense of "Shabbat" is  "rest from work." In the State-of-

Being Shabbat,  the pr imary sense of "Shabbat" is  "rest from negative moods" 

(such as angst and melancholy) that destroy the meaningfulness of human 

existence. 

7.  The primary tasks of rabbis with respect to the State-of-Being Shabbat is  

to elucidate the condit ions necessary to atta in soter ia ,  and to explain the nature 

of Shabbat as the awareness and enjoyment of ul t imate meaningful existence. 

In addit ion, rabbis can str ive to help provide - for those who wish i t  -  an 

environment in their  temples or on retreats conducive to the experience of 

Shabbat. 
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I t  is  not,  nor can i t  be, the funct ion of rabbis to produce a state of soter ia  

with in their  congregants, for no human can br ing about a state of ul t imate 

meaningful existence in another human. This is  a task for which every indiv idual 

must accept personal responsibi l i ty.  Thus the State-of-Being Shabbat does 

away with a v iew held by many who subscribe to the Seventh-Day Shabbat.  This 

is  that rabbis are responsible for seeing to i t  that congregants are motivated to 

attend Shabbat services, a feat rabbis are presumably to accomplish pr imari ly 

through sermons that produce an experience of profound spir i tual meaningful 

ness. This same view holds rabbis responsible for the general fa i lure of the 

Seventh-Day Shabbat.  As was explained earl ier,  however, neither rabbis nor 

anyone else can make the Seventh-Day Shabbat meaningful for the great 

major i ty of modernist Jews because i t  is  arrhythmic. An observance must i tself  

possess suff ic ient value to act as a magnet that attracts congregants; rabbis 

cannot carry the burden of an arrhythmic, ineffectual observance and 

accomplish that which the observance i tself  fa i ls  to do. 

8.  There are a variety of destruct ive consequences that result  f rom treat ing 

an ineffectual Seventh-Day Shabbat as a central  observance of modernist 

Judaism. One is  that a rabbi 's  self- image necessari ly suffers from the meager 

attendance at seventh-day services (a condit ion that is  exacerbated by the 

rabbi 's  being held responsible for the fa i lure).  Another is  that congregants 

develop a defeat is t  att i tude toward the abi l i ty of a rel ig ious Jewishness to 

survive. Perhaps the most destruct ive consequence is  the perception, conscious 

or subconscious, among many modernist Jews that i f  the Seventh-Day Shabbat 

is  a fundamental observance of modernist Judaism, and is  meaningless to them, 

then modernist Judaism in i ts  ent irety is  i rrelevant to their  l ives. This point is  of 

part icular s ignif icance in the case of modernist Jewish youngsters. 

 

The State of Being Shabbat As A Life History Event 
 

Offer ing the concept of a State-of-Being Shabbat to the modernist Jewish 

community can only be product ive for contemporary rel ig ious Jewishness. Out 

of their  f reedom, modernist Jews can reject or accept i t .  Those who reject i t  can 

continue to pract ice as they have. Those who accept i t  can now identi fy the 
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experience of ul t imate meaningful existence, whenever and wherever i t  occurs, 

as a Jewish observance, the celebrat ion of Shabbat. In the highly indiv idual is t ic 

contemporary world, a detemporal izat ion and despatia l izat ion of Jewish 

observances enables rel ig ious Jewishness to be fashioned by each Jewish 

person according to her or his l i festy le and needs. When rel ig ious observances 

are shaped by indiv idual Jews as an expression of their  personal rhythms we 

are no longer confronted with the devastat ing problem of arrhythmic and 

impotent Jewish observances owing to disharmony with the existent ia l  contexts. 

Every observance Jews keep wi l l  be rhythmic because each wi l l  have been 

fashioned in harmony with personal t ime, space, and convict ion. This does not 

mean there wi l l  not or cannot be rhythmic and potent communal observances; 

l i fe history celebrat ions show there can be. I t  does mean that such observances 

can only hope to succeed, as l i fe history celebrat ions bear out,  i f  the communal 

celebrat ions are in harmony with the personal rhythms of the indiv idual Jew.6 

Alvin J. Reines 
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1	  CCAR	  Journal , 	   January	  1967,	  pp.	  28ff . 	  
2	  In	  the	  Polydox	  Jewish	  and	  Polydox	  Reform	  Jewish	  communities, 	  the	  "State-‐of-‐
Being	  Shabbat"	  is	  already	  widely	  accepted. 	  
3	  By	  the	  "modernist	  Jewish	  community"	  is	  meant	  Jews	  who	  accommodate	  
traditional	  religious	  teaching	  to	  contemporary	  thought, 	  particularly	  in	  
rejecting	  the	  Bible	  as	  literally	  revealed	  by	  deity, 	  and	  generally	  by	  devaluing	  
traditional	  supernatural	  teaching. 	  
4	  CCAR	  Yearbook , 	  vol. 	  XCV	  (Minneapolis, 	  1985), 	  pp.	  4ff . 	  
5	  By	  "dominant	  religious	  community"	  is	  meant	  the	  religious	  community	  of	  a	  
country	  to	  which	  the	  majority	  of	  its	  citizens	  belong	  and	  which	  exercises, 	  
therefore, 	  a	  preponderant	  cultural-‐social	  influence.	  In	  ancient	  Israel, 	  of	  course,	  
Israelites	  constituted	  the	  dominant	  religious	  community. 	  
6	  In	  point	  of	  fact, 	  what	  the	  concept	  of	  the	  State-‐of-‐Being	  Shabbat	  does	  
essentially	  is	  to	  change	  the	  Shabbat	  from	  a	  temporal	  religious	  event, 	  that	  is, 	  
one	  that	  is	  celebrated	  according	  to	  an	  objective	  measurement	  of	  time,	  the	  
Jewish	  calendar, 	  to	  a	  life-‐history	  religious	  event, 	  one	  that	  is	  celebrated	  
according	  to	  the	  personal	  subjective	  time	  of	  the	  Jewish	  human	  existence.	  


