
      

 
  

 
 

 

Shabbat and Environmental Awareness 
 

By Rabbi Yonatan Neril 

 

What is the connection between the Jewish Sabbath and the environment?  In modern society, we are running, 

speaking, and thinking at an exceptional rate, and oftentimes we continue all week long without slowing down.  

Constantly doing, always mobile accessible, habitually multi-tasking. We can get so caught up in the doing that 

we could spend our whole lives on the go. If being too busy is a malady of modern man, slowing down on 

Shabbat may be a key remedy.  

 

The Torah teaches, "These are the things that the Divine commanded to make. Six days work may be done, but 

on the seventh day you shall have sanctity, a day of complete rest to G-d…"
1
 Achieving sanctity and complete 

rest is the stated goal of Shabbat. Yet how can this happen?  One key source may provide instruction to help us 

find spirituality and uplift our relationship to the created world. 

 

Conscious Walking, Speech, and Thought 

 

The Prophet Isaiah says, “If…you call the Sabbath a delight (oneg), …and you honor it by not doing your 

habituated ways, by not pursuing your affairs and speaking words, then, you shall delight with G-d…”
2
  

 

The Talmud understands these verses in Isaiah to be referring to specific acts. The Prophet Isaiah's use of the the 

word 'Az,' meaning ‘then’ or ‘consequently,’ links several practices to coming to a state of rejoicing with G-d 

(oneg).   What are these acts that lead us to a place of spiritual joy, and how can they help us become more 

attuned to the created world? 

 

Walking:  According to the Talmud, 'not doing your habituated ways' means “that your walking on the Sabbath 

shall not be like your walking on weekdays.”
3
 Rabbi Yechiel Michel Epstein (1829-1908, Lithuania) includes 

walking slowly, as a “person of rest,” as part of the subtle pleasure (oneg) of being in Shabbat.
 4
 The intentional 

weekly practice of walking slowly can help a person to focus their attention on how he or she feels while 

walking, instead of walking quickly while thinking about what he or she needs to do. Doing so reorients us to 

being present with ourselves, others, and G-d, and frees us of the mentality of “I've got to run.”  

 

Speaking: The Prophet Isaiah also speaks about honoring Shabbat “by not…speaking words.” Based on this 

verse, the Talmudic Sage Rabbi Chanina teaches that the rabbis reluctantly permitted speaking on Sabbath,
5
 and 

the rabbis forbid speaking on Shabbat about work activities one might do in the future.
6
 What is the connection 

between speech and oneg Shabbat? Conscious speech fosters being present.  On the Sabbath, some Jews only 

speak in the present tense, or refrain from making future plans. Shabbat reminds us about being present in the 

moment, a challenge in today’s hectic world. 
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Thinking: Not only is our walking and speech on Shabbat supposed to be mindful, but so is our thinking. It 

might sound like religious mind control, but it is actually the reverse: on Shabbat we are encouraged to free our 

mind from its incessant preoccupation with thinking about doing. Encouraging this mindset, Rashi (1040-1105 

C.E., France) teaches “When the Sabbath arrives, it shall seem to you as if all your work is done, that you shall 

not think about work.”
7
  

 

Imagining Shabbat Today 

 

Imagine such a reality: one day a week totally free of mundane work thoughts. Many Jews who observe 

Shabbat find this exceptionally difficult—their consciousness on Shabbat becomes ‘flooded’ with just such 

thoughts on Shabbat. How can one achieve such a state of being? First, walking slowly and not talking about 

work or the past or coming week help to create a sacred space. Then, prayer, community, and silent 

contemplation also generate inner quiet from which “quiet mind” can emerge.   

 

Every week, Shabbat gives us an opportunity to check in with ourselves about how we are being. And Shabbat 

can remind us that we are first and foremost human beings, not just human doers. Rabbi Daniel Kohn, who 

teaches at the Sulaam Yaakov rabbinical program in Jerusalem, states that “Our natural soul state is one of rest. 

By our spiritual nature, we are one with God, who is total Presence and Being. Shabbat is about Jews returning 

to the blissful consciousness of Oneg. Shabbat is the place of constant access to the quiet, to the perfect rest in 

the bosom of G-d.”
8
 In addition to conscious movement, speech, and thought, Rabbi Kohn encourages the 

spiritual practice of meditation and quieting on Shabbat as a means of reaching true oneg.  

 

Rabbi Samphson Raphael Hirsch, writing in early 19
th
 century Germany, sensed the profound relevance of 

Shabbat for industrial society. He exclaimed, “Sabbath in our time! To cease for a whole day from all business, 

from all work, in the frenzied hurry-scurry of our time! To close the exchanges, the workshops and factories, to 

stop all railway services—great heavens! How would it be possible? The pulse of life would stop beating and 

the world perish! The world perish? On the contrary, it would be saved.”
9 
About 200 years later, a New York 

Times Magazine article commented about lifestyles in the United States, “A nation of remarkably productive, 

often well-paid workers… are becoming increasingly reluctant to pause from their labors and refresh their 

souls.”
10  I

Israel, among 180 countries in the world, ranks as number four in terms of having the largest number 

of people working 60 hours a week or more.
11

 

 

Remedy for a Fast-Paced World  

 

Today we live in a society which is constantly doing without sufficient regard to being, and at the same time, 

transforming the natural world without taking time to reflect on the long-term consequences. 'Work hard, play 

hard.' This saying highlights two key drivers of environmental degradation: production (work), and 

consumption (play). The society that rests and reflects the least is the same society that extracts and consumes 

the most. This mastery of the earth without sufficient contemplation of its consequences has extincted species, 

altered the climate, and polluted the air.  

 

The World Business Council for Sustainable Development, comprised of executives committed to sustainability 
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 Nir Hasson, “Experts: Israelis among most overworked people in world,” Haaretz, 2.24.09. The countries above Israel are South 

Korea, Japan, Mexico and (for women) the United States.  



from major international corporations,
12

 notes that global consumption levels and patterns are primarily driven 

by three factors: First, rapid global population growth, with the global population expected to reach nine billion 

by 2050. Second, the rise in global affluence and associated consumption. For example, the global middle class 

is expected to triple by 2030. And third, “a culture of 'consumerism' among higher income groups, who account 

for the greatest per capita share of global consumption.” The report continues that “global consumption is 

putting unsustainable and increasing stress on the Earth’s ecosystems. 60% of the Earth’s ecosystem services 

have been degraded in the past 50 years. Natural resource consumption is expected to rise to 170% of the 

Earth’s bio-capacity by 2040.”
13

 

 

Shabbat as a spiritual practice offers great potential to reduce consumption and thereby benefit the natural 

world. The act of shutting off a computer or car for a day contains environmental meaning far beyond the 

energy saved from not using these devices for one day. One day a year in Israel— Yom Kippur—a significant 

percentage of Jews refrain from driving cars. Air monitoring stations run by the Ministry of Environmental 

Protectoin report major improvements in air quality levels, especially in regard to nitrous oxide, a motor vehicle 

pollutant.
14

 When the Jewish people rest in Israel, human health and the natural environment benefit.  

 

The deeper significance of the act centers on the reorientation that can occur from outward focus to inward 

focus, from reading from screens and Blackberries to reading from scrolls and books, from communicating via 

technology to communicating face to face.  

 

Shabbat offers the gift of weekly buy-nothing, cell-phone free days without checking email or sitting in traffic. 

Shabbat is also a time for desisting from actively using industrial technology, doing business, and making 

acquisitions. The Jewish laws that relate to Sabbath observance also apply to holidays like Passover and Sukkot, 

such that about two months, or one-sixth of the year, are meant to be free of commerce and technology use.
15

 

Without cell phones, stores, and cars to occupy our time, we are meant to turn inward—to our community, 

family, and self. Two months a year in such a state can have a profound effect on a person. For example, 

scientific studies have shown a connection between resting the brain from digital input and improved learning, 

memory, and idea formation.
16

  

 

Pleasure 

 
Rabbi Kalonymous Kalman Shapira, the Piasesna rebbe (Poland, d. 1943) teaches that spiritual pleasure is the 

answer to the draw toward physical pleasures experienced in particular in the modern world.  Thus when we 

celebrate Shabbat with a true experience of oneg, our desire for consumption will naturally decrease.
17

   

 

Explaining this teaching, Rabbi Kohn comments that the human being is driven by pleasure, but notes that the 
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most pleasurable thing a person can experience is pleasure with G-d.
18

 Such an experience is not only 

gratifying, but should leave a person more inclined to help others.   

 

Shabbat can create holy space in our lives and inner peace in our selves to reveal the sanctity that can get hidden 

by the stress of day-to-day life. By moving us from incessant doing to the pleasure of being present with the 

Source of all existence, Shabbat can transform our lives. We will then become more aware of our surroundings, 

and take better care of G-d’s creation. Let us connect to this potential for renewal and rejuvenation and help 

bring tikkun olam, repair of the world, to ourselves -- and our planet.  

 

 

This material was produced as part of the Jewcology project.  Jewcology.com is a new web portal for the global 

Jewish environmental community. Thanks to the ROI community for their generous support, which made the 

Jewcology project possible.   

 

 

Rabbi Yonatan Neril is founder and director of Jewish Eco Seminars, which engages and educates the Jewish 

community with Jewish environmental wisdom. He has worked with Canfei Nesharim for the past six years in 

developing educational resources relating to Judaism and the environment.  
 

                                                
18
 Keter (crown), the highest sefira (spiritual emanation), is the place of Oneg. 


