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5. Rabbi Norman Lamm “Vacation as a Vocation” (Sermon Delivered in June 1964,
Parshat Balak)!

Most people regard vacation as a time for relaxation, “fun,” and “good times,” but hardly as a matter
for profound thought. Yet the fact remains that, as an important aspect of leisure, vacation presents a
most pressing problem. A growing literature, both in scholarly periodicals and heavily annotated
tomes, testifies to the increasing concern with vacation and leisure. The new scientific, industrial, and
economic conditions of our day have made more time available for more people than was ever
dreamt of by our parents and grandparents. And even more is expected in the coming years.
Predicted for the near future, for instance, is a four-day, twenty-hour week. In addition, early
retirement alongside an increasing longevity means the addition of many non-work years to the
ordinary life-time.

... Here we come, then, to the major problem: what do we do with all this new time that is available to
us? How do we spend this leisure? One need not describe in all its gory details, especially not from
the pulpit on Shabbat, what goes on in our resorts, those places sacred to American leisure. Of
course, the sports and the relaxation are legitimate and highly commendable for our physical and
psychological well being. But what happens beyond that? Can this kind of activity be said to be the
takhlit, the purpose of man’s life? Or is it the very negation and antithesis of purposefulness in life?
One writer on the leisure problem has correctly stated that modern technology has mastered the art of
saving time, but has failed to tell us how to spend our time. That is a matter of values--and values are
beyond technology.

Part of the answer can be derived from the fact that Hebrew has no special term for leisure. Indeed,
the Hebraic mind cannot comprehend the whole idea. The whole problem of leisure is irrelevant to the
Jewish way of thinking. What does “spare time” mean? How can there be a problem of what to do
with time, when there is Torah to study? The study of Torah is the most rewarding activity of man. If
man were given ten lifetimes to live, and he worked at the study of Torah incessantly, he would never
exhaust it.

For us the answer is the same: the most important activity of man awaits his attention--the study of
Torah, each of his own level. | cannot believe that we of this generation, who have universal free
education and an ever-growing number of university graduates, people who read more and who take
more courses than ever before--that we should not be able to study the Torah with some kind of
intensity...

As leisure increases, as many more years free from work are added to the end of a man’s or woman’s
life, we must reorient our whole philosophy of education as well. There once was a time when a
father’s major responsibility and obligation was to train his son in a formal, rewarding occupation.
Now, however, we must recognize that the next generation and all those following will have more time
to spend in leisure than in work. It therefore becomes a major responsibility for us to spend at least as
much energy and effort in training children in the use of their leisure as we do in educating them
toward succeeding in their work. “Living” is at least as important as “making a living.” And, as we have
pointed out, according to the whole Jewish world-view, there basically is no problem. If we will teach
our children Torah--and, far more important, teach them by personal example that the study of Torah
is a life-long activity and not reserved only to the beginning or to the very end of one’s career--then we
will have succeeded in giving our children the fullest education possible, and in discharging our
obligations as parents to the fullest satisfaction of our consciences before the Almighty God.
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! Rabbi Lamm has a much more detailed piece on the concept of leisure in Jewish thought in his book Faith and
Doubt- see there.
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13. Rav S. R. Hirsch Commentary on the Torah Devarim 8:3

nnY is the food “wrested” from Nature and the competition of your fellow men. “Bread” is the product
of human intelligence mastering Nature and the world. So that “bread” represents human intelligence
creating the continuance of its existence by mastering nature in social cooperation. Now the illusive
idea that this creative power of Man is the sole condition for his existence on earth, and forgets G-d’s
ruling being the first factor of the provision of Man’s food, although His providing care is shown by
every tiny piece of bread by which we sustain one minute of our existence, this illusive idea is the
most dangerous rock on which our faithful attention to duty founders. “The worry to provide bread for
wife and child” is, itself such a justified incentive for our activities, that it easily tends to drive all other
considerations out of sight, as soon as we believe that we, and we alone, have to provide for the
existence of ourselves and those dependent on us. As soon as we believe that every acquisition that
we wrest from Nature and our contemporaries ensures our and their existence no matter how that
acquisition had been obtained, whether thereby we had cared for the laws of G-d and kept to the
paths He had indicated, or whether only be clever deft handling we had secured the “bread” without
giving any thought as to whether G-d would agree with these means.

And where this looking on one’s own human powers alone having to provide “bread” does not lead us
away from the path of what is right and where our duty lies, it is still inclined to make us think of
providing beyond the immediate necessities towards an ever-widening future. We think we have
never done enough to satisfy our imagined duty, and talk ourselves into believing we have not
discharged it unless we have acquired beforehand the means of existence for the whole of the future
and for that of our children and grandchildren, and so we make the “worry of providing bread” into an
unlimited breathless chase after income which denies any time for interest in purely spiritual or
intellectual matters.

That is why G-d led us into the great school of the forty-years wandering in the wilderness where all
the factors were lacking which otherwise grant men their bread out of nature and human powers, and
made the one factor which, in normal conditions tends to become pushed more and more into the
background, and so easily forgotten, viz the Divine Providential Solicitude, made that factor come
visibly into the foreground...He made this “food allotted by G-d” come to us day by day in such a
manner modified for each soul in our huts that it demonstrated in the most striking clarity the most
specific care of God for each soul, and each tiny soul, individually.

And in this preparatory school for the course of our lives we learnt-that not on bread alone, not on
what bread represents of the support of man and Nature, is man directed to seek means for his
existence, but on everything that G-d ordains- bread too, that man makes by his own skill, is naught
but such a one- can man live.
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