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Labor Day: An Unexpected Jewish Holiday

By: Rabbi Ben Richards

My friend and I used to play a game we called “what secular date is the Jewish holiday on this
year.” A holiday would be mentioned and we’d each take our guesses. Purim, Passover, Shavuot,
etc. What a surprise it was to me when my friend mentioned Labor Day.

“Labor Day?! That’s not a Jewish holiday.” I protested.
“Of course it is!” my friend responded. “It’s probably the most Jewish holiday there is! Maybe the
one most worth celebrating.”

Being a non-confrontational sort of person, I’d let it slide. But every year I’d ponder what exactly
she meant, Labor Day being the “most Jewish holiday there is…the one most worth celebrating.” 

Is it because of a cessation of work for one day a year that establishes an island in time, a secular
Shabbat of sorts? If so, it is not the strongest of parallels; once a year is a poor substitute for once
a week.

Perhaps the worthiness exists in the values Labor Day highlights. Labor Day was established as a
federal holiday in 1894 through the efforts of the labor movement. The movement advocated for
fair wages, safe working conditions, and treatment of workers as humans rather than chattel. The
holiday they helped bring about, Labor Day, is a reminder that any service or product we partake in
involves a web of immense human effort and work. Not only should we be grateful for others
laboring on our behalf, but we should commit ourselves to supporting, fairly compensating, and
caring for those workers in appropriate ways. But how is this type of gratitude and care for others
connected to the Jewish tradition?

It turns out, these same values surrounding Labor Day are found early and often in the Jewish
tradition, and especially in our Talmud.

In Bava Metzia 83a, we read of an incident between Rabba bar bar Hanan and Rav, regarding
some of Rabba bar bar Hanan’s hired porters:

These certain porters broke Rabba bar bar Hanan’s barrel of wine.

He took their cloaks. They came and told Rav.
Rav said to Rabba bar bar Hanan: Give them their cloaks.
Rabba bar bar Hanan asked him: Is this the law?

Rav replied: Yes, as it is written, “That you may walk in the way of the good.” (Proverbs
2:20)

Rabba bar bar Hanan gave them their cloaks.

The porters said to him: We are poor people and we worked all day and we are hungry and
we have nothing.
Rav said to Rabba bar bar Hanan: Go and give them their wages.
Rabba bar bar Hanan asked him: Is this the law?

Rav replied: Yes, as it is written, “And keep to the paths of the just.” (Proverbs 2:20)

The story here in our Talmud highlights how fair treatment of hired laborers is not only righteous,
but required of us. These are not merely suggestions for Rabba bar bar Hanan not to oppress his
workers, but mandated laws. True, Rabba bar bar Hanan might have suffered a monetary loss, but
he is not allowed to force compensation through whatever means he deems necessary. Rav, as a
representative of the law, requires him to return the cloaks and pay the wages, in spite of the
losses endured from the laborers. Rav (and much of our Talmudic tradition) requires a standard of
radical thoughtfulness and empathy in dealing with one’s workers. Judaism affirms that while a
person does not need to provide for or identify with a hammer or nail, when it comes to human
beings, things are different. They are not merely tools or implements to utilize and store. Their
lives have equal worth to those of their bosses, and therefore the relationship must be one of
respect, honesty, and gratitude. 

Our tradition recognizes that there are many things in the workplace we cannot control: things will
break, tempers will be lost and change will occur. Yet the one thing we do control is how we
respond to these events and how we treat our fellow working partners. Our shared humanity
dictates that we must have compassion and respect for one another, especially in the workplace.

Perhaps this is why my friend considers Labor Day the most essential of Jewish holidays. Because
in the workplace where we are so likely to demean or diminish the human across from us when
they don’t do what we want, it forces us to reassess. It causes us to realize that labor is hard and
long, and the effort expended is not always rewarded or recognized. And yet we are partners in
this planet, helpmates in the cultivation of this world. God put humanity in this beautiful “garden” of
Earth to work it and guard it. It is upon us to give our all when we work in this world, and to guard
the rights and humanity of one another as we do it. A worthy goal to labor towards, indeed

Wishing a meaningful and restful Labor Day to all of you!
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Rabbinic Studies of American Jewish University. Upon receiving ordination from
Ziegler in 2018, Ben moved to San Antonio, where he served as associate rabbi at
Congregation Agudas Achim, a delightful 600-member Conservative synagogue, for
three years. Rabbi Richards grew up in the Conservative movement in the San
Fernando Valley, learning and working in various capacities at Shomrei Torah
Synagogue. He is passionate about rabbinic literature, music, and gratitude.

Following a successful launch of the ScholarStream program in 5781, we are excited to announce
the full year of ScholarStream learning in 5782! Beginning in October and spanning all the way up
to Shavuot, the Ziegler School is partnering with Conservative Movement seminaries and
institutions to offer eight series that will bring you face-to-face with the brightest and most engaging
scholars our movement has to offer. 
 
ScholarStream 5782 features three distinct arcs of learning that stand alone or flow into each
other. Cultivating Our Relationships (series 1 & 2), Defining Our Sacred Spaces (series 3, 4, and
5), and Renewing Our Resilience (series 6, 7, and 8), will offer an exploration of who we are,
where we are in relation to others, and how we move forward in this complicated world.

Individuals may register below. If you are part of a synagogue or organization interested in
sponsoring ScholarStream, please click here.

We are pleased to announce full descriptions for the first series on Torah Relationships, which
can also be found by clicking here.

Register for Ziegler ScholarStream Programming

Jews have always been a community drawn together by virtue of Torah. In addition to
providing holiday inspiration, we are pleased to offer you continuing access to a vast
library of Ziegler Torah commentaries on each weekly Parashah throughout the entire
Torah cycle. To delve deep, please click here. 
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