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Most people think of wine, candles, and challah, when 
they hear the phrase Shabbos table. Mental pictures are 
drawn which include a large dining room table, spread 
with a clean white tablecloth and adorned with the 
family's finest silver and dinner ware. Places are set for 
all the members of the family, as well as relatives and 
guests who may be visiting that week. 

The Shabbos table, of course, includes not only what is 
set on the table, in honor of Shabbos, but also what 
happens around the table during Shabbos. Much of the 
very observance of Shabbos itself takes place around the 
Shabbos table. It is there that mother lights the Shabbos 
candles, father makes Kiddush, and Shabbos meals are 
enjoyed. 

In addition to the prescribed routine of the Shabbos 
table, there is also ample opportunity for the family 
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members to relate to each other in their own unique and 
special ways. Some families tell stories of family history 
at the Shabbos table. Other families engage in informal 
Torah study or say divrei Torah. Many families use the 
time to catch up with each other on the weekly goings­
on of family life. 

The Sense of Belonging 

Because of the parent's long working hours, long days 
in yeshiva for the children, and all of those meetings and 
shiurim at night, many familles hardly gather all together 
as a family except at the Shabbos table. When the Shabbos 
table is the only experience shared by the entire family al 
the same lime, it becomes even more important and is 
looked forward to all the more by parents and children 
alike. 

Since the experience of the Shabbos table is common to 
all Orthodox Jewish homes, it is an opportunity to reaf­
firm one's sense of belonging to his or her family. For 
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this reason, when someone is away from home and 
family, he feels most lonely while sitting at someone 
else's Shabbos table. Furthermore, there are those who 
live alone and must be invited to someone else's Shabbos 
table each week. These people often feel most alone 
when they are making arrangements for Shabbosor wait­
ing to be invited to someone's Shabbos table. 

Insights, Outlets, and Revelations 

The Shabbos table, at times, not only brings out the 
best of family life, but it can bring out the worst, as well. 
Families that are disorganized and frenzied, for exam· 
ple, find that coordinating a full scale Shabbos table is as 
insurmountable as planning the invasion at Normandy. 
With so many courses and so many plates, trips to the 
refrigerator, and different requests all at once, unless a 
family has a fairly good system of cooperation and 
organization, the Shabbos table can feel like a three ring 
circus! 

Some families with latent hostilities find that they can 
prevent open outbursts of anger during the week by 
avoiding each other and maintaining a "cold war" type 
of cease fire. At the Shabbos table, however, when the 
entire family is present, these dormant hostilities can 
emerge into a full blown argument. Considering all of 
the preparation that goes into a Shabbos table, it is most 
understandable that when such arguments do emerge 
to spoil the pleasure and tranquility of the Shabbos table, 
everyone feels deeply disappointed. 

A Tool ... and an Opportunity 

I often ask the families with whom I work to describe 
for me what the Shabbos table is like at their home. I find 
that each family's Shabbos table tells the true story of 
what that family's life is really like. 

The Shabbos table, of course, is much more than a 
diagnostic tool which can be used by a professional 
helping person to assess the quality of family life. The 
Shabbos table is most of all a great opportunity. As with any 
great opportunity, if it is exploited fully, the rewards are 
even greater. If, however, it is misused or abused, the 
despair and disappointment are equally great. 

Musical Chairs 

How can a family improve or enhance its own Shabbos 
table? The best way is to play musical chairs, figura· 
lively, of course. Let each member of the family"sit," so 
to speak, in someone else's "chair." How does it feel 
now? What would the Shabbos table be like for the father, 
for example, if he had to sit in the mother's chair? What 
would it be like for the mother if she had to sit in one of 
the children's chairs? Viewing the Shabbos table from 
someone's chair ca.n give each family member an idea as 
to what the Shabbos table means to someone else. The 
children, for example, may look forward to the delicious 
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food and happy zemiros. But are they aware of how 
hard mother works at the Shabbos table? Is father aware 
of how bored the small children can get? etc., etc. 

Playing musical chairs, as described here, does not 
guarantee a happy, pleasurable Shabbos table automatically. 
Much time and effort will be required to make signifi­
cant improvements in the quality of family life. Im­
provements, however, can be made. Even so, there are 
some families in which the conflicts are so great, the 
difficulties so chronic, and the disappointments so deep, 
that professional help is necessary to help them get back 
on the right track. 

A Special Shabbos Table 

Whenever anyone makes an effort to improve in a 
specific area, it certainly helps to have a clear goal in 
mind. More specifically, if the members of family want 
to improve their Shabbos table, they should have a clear 
mental picture of what a Shabbos table can become when 
its potential is fully realized. 

When I try to think of an exemplary Shabbos table, one 
particular family comes to mind immediately. There is 
so much one can learn about the beauties of Torah life 
just by sitting at their Shabbos table. While their sense of 
modesty would be violated by public identification, I do 
not think they would mind if I presented a brief descrip­
tion of their Shabbos table. 

This Shabbos table is set like any other. Nothing is 
especially fancy; in fact, much of the table setting is 
quite plain. Only one feature stands out: the number of 
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place setting . Nobody has that many children! Even 
before the dining room fills with people you know 
immediately: this is a Shabbos table that includes many 
guests. 

The family and guests file in together with a mixture 
of solemnity and anticipation. Merely from the way 
people gather around the table, you know that this is an 
experience that takes place regularly but never feels 
repetitious. 

Father and mother are unquestionably King and 
Queen. No formal coronation takes place and neither 
one wears a crown. The royal stature of the parents is 
evident, however, in the kavod (respect) reflected in the 
faces of all who sit around this Shabbos table. 

As the stirring sounds of Shalom Aleichem are heard, a 
joyous journey begins into the unchartered depths of 
each individual as he or she reaches for private heights 
of ruchnius. 

Father recites Kiddush. It is the same Kiddush as is said 
in every home, and yet it is not at all identical. Father 
recites it alone but everyone is with him, hanging on to 
each word. No one makes an effort to pay attention. It is 
unnecessary because no one's mind has wandered. 

The zemiros are sung with no unique musical talent. In 
fact, some of the men are definitely off key! No one 
cares. The melodies fade into the background as the 
words take on special meanings. The zemiros are not 
simply pleasant tunes but become more like joyful! 
tefiilos. 

The food is tasty, but does not set any gourmet 
standards. Different standards, however, are used at 
this Shabbos table. here the food is seen as an opportunity 
to serve HaShem Yisborach. Although such a concept 
sounds somewhat ethereal and abstract, here it become 
a concrete reality. 

Boundaries between "family" and "guests" melt away 
at this Shabbos table: In tone and manner, words and 
actions, all is done to create a larger family atmosphere 
that makes everyone feel included. 

No one can be given an abundance of attention here. 
There are just too many people. The quality of atten­
tion, though, more than makes up for whatever may be 
lacking in quantity. By the time the becher(wine goblet) is 
raised for Birkas Hamazon (Grace), everyone has been 
made to feel more than just noticed. 

The divrei Torah spoken here are an integral part of 
this Shabbos table. They are not added on or arbitrarily 
imposed. Instead, they flow as smoothly as honey and 
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are just as sweet. No earth shattering chiddushim or 
brilliant Torah insights are offerred. Nevertheless, the 
verl/ach are highly valued by all who sit around this 
Shabbos table. What is special here is the unusual way in 
which the divrei Torahs seem to speak to each individual, 
on his or her own level, in a most personal and intimate 
fashion. 

Having sat at this Shabbos table even only once, opens 
up a whole new world of what shmiras Shabbos, in general 
and the Shabbos table, in particular, can accomplish. Like 
the sweetness of wine which lingers on long after being 
swallowed,the impact of this Shabbos table lingers on 
long after Havda/ah. People who have had the zechus to sit 
at this Shabbos table take inspiration back with them to 
other parts of the week and even other parts of the 
world. 

The inspiration of this Shabbos table is felt in many 
ways. Some have left to make deeper personal commit­
ments to /imud Torah. Others have come away motivated 
to daven with greater kavanah. Still others experience a 
recharge of their spiritual battery which permeates 
every aspect of the Yiddishkeil. 

When I left this Shabbos table, I felt that I had gained a 
new insight into what it means to be part of the Am 
Segu/ah. In addition, I had a better grasp of what the 
home of Avraham Avinu must have been like. Finally, I 
came away with a burning resolve to try to emulate this 
experience at my own Shabbos table. 

In the final analysis, what makes the Shabbos table so 
special is something that is so obvious that it can, at 
times, be overlooked. The Shabbos table represents a 
regular weekly experience in Torah living which is 
shared all together by the entire family. As such, each 
family's Shabbos table reflects the uniqueness of that 
family's Yiddishkeil as if it were a kind of "family 
signature." 

Now, what do you think of when you hear the phrase, 
"the Shabbos table"? 1.T. 
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"MAOS CHIITIM" 
The Crown Heights Jewish Community 
Council distributes Passover food, 
Kosher L'Pesach, and cash subsidies 
to the poor and needy. Special atten· 
tion is given to the large Russian immi· 
grant population that has resettled in 
Crown Heights over the past years, and 
to the abandoned, elderly Jewish poor 
residing in East Flatbush, Brownsville, 
East New York and Bedford-Stuyvesant. 
Many individuals from other neighbor· 
hoods too, come to our offices, seeking 
Holiday Assistance, 
Throughout the entire week of Pesach 
the Council also maintains a Free Yorn 
T ov Kitchen open to all who are in 
need. Yorn T ov meals are served at: 
Friends of Refugees of Eastern Europe 
(F.R.E.E.), at 1683 President Street in 
Crown Heights, Brooklyn. Any individ· 
ual who cannot afford to prepare their 
own meals at home are welcome as 
non-paying guests at this Free Pesach 
Kitchen. 
We are compelled to rely on the gener· 
osity of the Jewish community to assist 
us with our annual MAOS CHITTIM 
campaign. 
Please send your Maos Chittim contri· 
butions to: 

Crown Heights 
Jewish Community Council 

387 Kingston Avenue 
Brooklyn, New York 11225 

All contributions are tax-deductible. For further 
information about this Maos Chittim campaign 
and/or about the Free Holiday Kitchen, please 
call Rabbi Yisroel Rosenfeld at 467-0166. 
Thank you 
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