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THE COURSE 
 

Prologue: Architecture of Time from The Sabbath by Abraham Joshua Heschel 
 

Technical civilization  
is man's conquest of space. 

 
 Technical civilization is man's conquest 
of space.  It is a triumph frequently achieved by 
sacrificing an essential ingredient of existence, 
namely, time.  In technical civilization, we 
expend time to gain space.  To enhance our 
power in the world of space is our main 
objective.  Yet, to have more does not mean to 
be more.  The power we attain in the world of 
space terminates abruptly at the borderline of 
time.  But time is the heart of existence. 
 
Life goes wrong when the control of space, the 

acquisition of things of space,  
becomes our sole concern. 

 
 To gain control of the world of space is 
certainly one of our tasks.  The danger begins 
when in gaining power in the realm of space we 
forfeit all aspirations in the realm of time.  
There is a realm of time where the goal is not to 
have but to be, not to own but to give, not to 
control but to share, not to subdue but to be in 
accord.  Life goes wrong when the control of 
space, the acquisition of things of space, 
becomes our sole concern. 
 
 Nothing is more useful than power, 
nothing more frightful.  We have often suffered 
from degradation by poverty, now we are 
threatened with degradation through power.  
There is happiness in the love of labor; there is 
misery in the love of gain.  Many hearts and 
pitchers are broken at the fountain of profit.  
Selling himself into slavery to things, man 
becomes a utensil that is broken at the fountain. 
 

The mind's preoccupation with things of space 
affects, to this day, all activities of man 

. 
Technical civilization stems primarily 

from the desire of man to subdue and manage 
the forces of nature.  The manufacture of tools, 
the art of spinning and farming, the building of 
houses, the craft of sailing—all this goes on in 
man's spatial surroundings.  The mind's 
preoccupation with things of space affects, to 
this day, all activities of man.  Even religions 
are frequently dominated by the notion that the 
deity resides in space, within particular 
localities like mountains, forests, trees or stones, 
which are, therefore, singled out as holy places; 
the deity is bound to a particular land; holiness a 
quality associated with things of space, and the 
primary question is: Where is the god?  There is 
much enthusiasm for the idea that God is 
present in the universe, but that idea is taken to 
mean His presence in space rather than in time, 
in nature rather than in history; as if He were a 
thing, not a spirit. 
 
 Even pantheistic philosophy is a religion 
of space: the Supreme Being is thought to be the 
infinite space.  Deus sive natura has extension, 
or space, as its attribute, not time; time to 
Spinoza is merely an accident of motion, a 
mode of thinking.  And his desire to develop a 
philosophy more geometrico, in the manner of 
geometry, which is the science of space, is 
significant of his space-mindedness. 
 
…A god who can be fashioned, a god who can 

be confined, is but a shadow of man. 
 
 The primitive mind finds it hard to 
realize an idea without the aid of imagination, 
and it is the realm of space where imagination 
wields its sway.  Of the gods, it must have a 
visible image; where there is no image, there is 
no god.  The reverence for the sacred image, for 
the sacred monument or place, is not only 
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indigenous to most religions, it has even been 
retained by men of all ages, all nations, pious, 
superstitious or even anti-religious; they all 
continue to pay homage to banners and flags, to 
national shrines, to monuments erected to kings 
or heroes.  Everywhere the desecration of holy 
shrines is considered a sacrilege, and the shrine 
may become so important that the idea it stands 
for is consigned to oblivion.  The memorial 
becomes an aid to amnesia; the means stultify 
the end.  For things of space are at the mercy of 
man.  Though too sacred to be polluted, they are 
not too sacred to be exploited.  To retain the 
holy, to perpetuate the presence of god, his 
image is fashioned.  Yet a god who can be 
fashioned, a god who can be confined, is but a 
shadow of man. 
 
 We are all infatuated with the splendor 
of space, with the grandeur of things of space.  
Thing is a category that lies heavy on our minds, 
tyrannizing all our thoughts.  Our imagination 
tends to mold all concepts in its image.  In our 
daily lives, we attend primarily to that which the 
senses are spelling out for us: to what the eyes 
perceive, to what the fingers touch.  Reality to 
us is thinghood, consisting of substances that 
occupy space; even God is conceived by most of 
us as a thing.   
 

The result of our thinginess is our 
blindness to all reality that fails to identify itself 
as a thing, as a matter of fact.  This is obvious in 
our understanding of time, which, being 
thingless and insubstantial, appears to us as if it 
had no reality. 
 
 Indeed, we know what to do with space 
but do not know what to do about time, except 
to make it subservient to space.  Most of us 
seem to labor for the sake of things of space.  As 
a result, we suffer from a deeply rooted dread of 
time and stand aghast when compelled to look 
into its face.  Time to us is sarcasm, a slick 
treacherous monster with a jaw like a furnace 
incinerating every moment of our lives.  
Shrinking, therefore, from facing time, we 
escape for shelter to things of space.  The 

intentions we are unable to carry out we deposit 
in space; possessions become the symbols of 
our repressions, jubilees of frustrations.  But 
things of space are not fireproof; they only add 
fuel to the flames.  Is the joy of possession an 
antidote to the terror of time, which grows to be 
a dread of inevitable death?  Things, when 
magnified, are forgeries of happiness, they are a 
threat to our very lives; we are more harassed 
than supported by the Frankensteins of spatial 
things. 
 
 It is impossible for man to shirk the 
problem of time.  The more we think the more 
we realize: we cannot conquer time through 
space.  We can only master time in time.   
 
 The higher goal of spiritual living is not 
to amass a wealth of information, but to face 
sacred moments.  In a religious experience, for 
example, it is not a thing that imposes itself on 
man but a spiritual presence. What is retained in 
the soul is the moment of insight rather than the 
place where the act came to pass.  A moment of 
insight is a fortune, transporting us beyond the 
confines of measured time.  Spiritual life begins 
to decay when we fail to sense the grandeur of 
what is eternal in time. 
 
 Our intention here is not to deprecate the 
world of space.  To disparage space and the 
blessing of things of space is to disparage the 
works of creation, the works which God beheld 
and saw "it was good.”  The world cannot be 
seen exclusively sub specie temporis.  Time and 
space are interrelated.  To overlook either of 
them is to be partially blind.  What we plead 
against is man's unconditional surrender to 
space, his enslavement to things.  We must not 
forget that it is not a thing that lends 
significance to a moment; it is the moment that 
lends significance to things.   
 

Time has significance  
and sovereignty of its own. 

 
 The Bible is more concerned with time 
than with space.  It sees the world in the 
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dimension of time.  It pays more attention to 
generations, to events, than to countries, to 
things; it is more concerned with history than 
with geography.  To understand the teaching of 
the Bible, one must accept its premise that time 
has a meaning for life which is at least equal to 
that of space; that time has a significance and 
sovereignty of its own. 
 
 There is no equivalent for the word 
"thing" in biblical Hebrew.  The word "davar,'"' 
which in later Hebrew came to denote thing, 
means in biblical Hebrew: speech; word; 
message; report; tidings; advice; request; 
promise; decision; sentence; theme, story; 
saying, utterance; business, occupation; acts; 
good deeds; events; way, manner, reason, cause; 
but never "thing."  Is this a sign of linguistic 
poverty, or rather an indication of an unwarped 
view of the world, of not equating reality 
(derived from the Latin word res, thing) with 
thinghood? 
 

To Israel, the unique events of historic time 
were spiritually more significant than the 
repetitive processes in the cycle of nature 

 
 One of the most important facts in the 
history of religion was the transformation of 
agricultural festivals into commemorations of 
historical events.  The festivals of ancient 
peoples were intimately linked with nature's 
seasons.  They celebrated what happened in the 
life of nature in the respective seasons.  Thus, 
the value of the festive day was determined by 
the things nature did or did not bring forth.  In 
Judaism, Passover, originally a spring festival, 
became a celebration of the exodus from Egypt; 
the Feast of Weeks, an old harvest festival at the 
end of the wheat harvest (hag hakazir, Exodus 
23:16; 34:22), became the celebration of the day 
on which the Torah was given at Sinai; the Feast 
of the Booths, an old festival of vintage (hag 
haasif, Ex. 23:16), commemorates the dwelling 
of the Israelites in booths during their sojourn in 
the wilderness (Leviticus 23:42f.). To Israel the 
unique events of historic time were spiritually 
more significant than the repetitive processes in 

the cycle of nature, even though physical 
sustenance depended on the latter. 
 

While the deities of other peoples were 
associated with places or things, the God of 
Israel was the God of events: the Redeemer 
from slavery, the Revealer of the Torah, 
manifesting Himself in events of history rather 
than in things or places.  Thus, the faith in the 
unembodied, in the unimaginable was born. 
 

There are no two hours alike 
 

Judaism is a religion of time aiming at 
the sanctification of time.  Unlike the space-
minded man to whom time is unvaried, iterative, 
homogeneous, to whom all hours are alike, 
qualities, empty shells, the Bible senses the 
diversified character of time. There are no two 
hours alike.  Every hour is unique and the only 
one given at the moment, exclusive and 
endlessly precious.   
 

The Sabbaths are our great cathedrals 
 

Judaism teaches us to be attached to 
holiness in time, to be attached to sacred events, 
to learn how to consecrate sanctuaries that 
emerge from the magnificent stream of a year.  
The Sabbaths are our great cathedrals; and our 
Holy of Holies is a shrine that neither the 
Romans nor the Germans were able to burn; a 
shrine that even apostasy cannot easily 
obliterate: the Day of Atonement.  According to 
the ancient rabbis, it is not the observance of the 
Day of Atonement, but the Day itself, the 
"essence of the Day," which, with man's 
repentance, atones for the sins of man. 
 
Jewish ritual may be characterized as the art of 

significant forms in time, as architecture of 
time. 

 
 Jewish ritual may be characterized as the 
art of significant forms in time, as architecture 
of time.  Most of its observances—the Sabbath, 
the New Moon, the festivals, the Sabbatical and 
the Jubilee year—depend on a certain hour of 
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the day or season of the year.  It is, for example, 
the evening, morning, or afternoon that brings 
with it the call to prayer.  The main themes of 
faith lie in the realm of time.  We remember the 
day of the exodus from Egypt, the day when 
Israel stood at Sinai; and our Messianic hope is 
the expectation of a day, of the end of days. 
 

In a well-composed work of art, an idea 
of outstanding importance is not introduced 
haphazardly, but, like a king at an official 
ceremony, it is presented at a moment and in a 
way that will bring to light its authority and 
leadership.  In the Bible, words are employed 
with exquisite care, particularly those which, 
like pillars of fire, lead the way in the far-flung 
system of the biblical world of meaning. 
 

One of the most distinguished words in 
the Bible is the word qadosh, holy; a word 
which more than any other is representative of 
the mystery and majesty of the divine.  Now 
what was the first holy object in the history of 
the world?  Was it a mountain?  Was it an altar?                                              

 
It is, indeed, a unique occasion at which 

the distinguished word qadosh is used for the 
first time: in the Book of Genesis at the end of 
the story of creation.  How extremely significant 
is the fact that it is applied to time: "And God 
blessed the seventh day and made it holy.'"  
There is no reference in the record of creation to 
any object in space that would be endowed with 
the quality of holiness. 

 
This is a radical departure from 

accustomed religious thinking.  The mythical 
mind would expect that, after heaven and earth 
have been established, God would create a holy 
place—a holy mountain or a holy spring—
whereupon a sanctuary is to be established.  Yet, 
it seems as if to the Bible it is holiness in time, 
the Sabbath, which comes first. 
 

When history began, there was only one 
holiness in the world, holiness in time.  When at 
Sinai the word of God was about to be voiced, a 
call for holiness in man was proclaimed: "Thou 

shall be unto me a holy people.”  It was only 
after the people had succumbed to the 
temptation of worshipping a thing, a golden 
calf, that the erection of a Tabernacle, of 
holiness in space was commanded.'  The 
sanctity of time came first, the sanctity of man 
came second, and the sanctity of space last Time 
was hallowed by God; space, the Tabernacle, 
was consecrated by Moses."                    
 

Thus the essence of the Sabbath is 
completely detached from the world of space. 

 
While the festivals celebrate events that 

happened in tune, the date of the month 
assigned for each festival in the calendar is 
determined by the life in nature Passover and 
the Feast of Booths, for example, coincide with 
the full moon, and the date of all festivals is a 
day in the month, and the month is a reflection 
of what goes on periodically in the realm of 
nature, since the Jewish month begins with the 
new moon with the reappearance of the lunar 
crescent in the evening sky.  In contrast, the 
Sabbath is entirely independent of the month 
and unrelated to the moon.  Its date is not 
determined by any event in nature, such as the 
new moon, but by the act of creation.  Thus, the 
essence of the Sabbath is completely detached 
from the world of space. 
 
The meaning of the Sabbath is to celebrate time 

rather than space. 
 
 The meaning of the Sabbath is to 
celebrate time rather than space.  Six days a 
week, we live under the tyranny of things of 
space; on the Sabbath, we try to become attuned 
to holiness in time.  It is a day on which we are 
called upon to share in what is eternal in time, to 
turn, from the results of creation to the mystery 
of creation, from the world of creation to the 
creation of the world.  


