112 NWIS - SHEMITTAH

For the Halachic background on Shemittah, please see the end of this essay.

The Torah links Shemittah to the Sabbath!. Just like there is a Sabbath in time, there
is a Sabbath in space — this is Shemittah, the Sabbath of the Holy Land”. Shabbat in time
testifies that G-d created the world. Shemittah actualizes our faith that G-d, the Creator, looks
after us at each and every moment.

Hence, the word here used for Shemittah - naw nav - only appears by the Sabbath
and Yom Kippur. (The word yynaw alone is also used by festivals’.) In addition the words
'mb naw are used here. These words are used only for Shemittah and Shabbos®. Shabbos itself
is a time when not only man but all his possessions, his donkey and his ox, come to rest. It
would have been fitting that the very ground would rest on Shabbos, and nothing would grow
on that holy day. But nature continues its natural flow, 3 > oYy, bringing forth its
produce, even on Shabbos. And therefore G-d implemented a Shemittah year, the seventh, to
complete the rest idea’. The Malbim shows that years are also really cycles of days, as if time
were stretched out'.
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Shemittah is one big act of faith. Three years of crops are effected by Shemittah®.
Yet, in a remarkable statement, G-d promises us that we will have enough to eat during this
entire period3 . We are asked to believe that not only is our food for this time placed
completely beyond human effort, but that our very existence in the Holy Land is dependent
on us keeping Shemittah*:

The essence of the Jewish people’s relationship to the Land of Israel is dependent
upon faith. And they express this faith by keeping the laws of the Sabbatical year, looking to
G-d alone for their livelihood. Their failure to keep these laws resulted from their lack of
faith and it led to a severance of their unique relationship with the Land of Israel’. The
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punishment of exile was but the external manifestation of an inner connection that had gone
awry'. (Ner Uziel, of Rabbi Uziel Milevsky, pg. 109).

This is a remarkable idea, that our faith in G-d is the source of our security on the
land. Let’s see how far this goes:

Our parsha opens with the words:
IIND 2P0 N2 NYN IR M’ 12T (N)

On which the Sages comment:

(MMLIM) NIV YN ?omw 717 NON DN 1IN MNNN DI KON OO 1 DIN DOV PIY NN
(971) TNV T 20N JPPYTPT JPMIZDI 1IN 1210 GN DN PPVTPT

What does Shemittah have to do with Har Sinai? Just as both the general principles
and the details of Shemittah were said at Sinai so too both the general principles and the
details of all Mitzvos were said at Sinai.

The question is why Shemittah was chosen amongst all the Mitzvos to teach us this*?

Clearly, Shemittah was chosen because of its lesson in faith. We might rephrase the
Sages as saying: What is the continuity of faith that is taught in the lesson of Shemittah which
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builds on the faith of Har Sinai? (Sfas Emes, Ohr Gedalyahul). Shemittah teaches us a faith
that will inform all of the Torah and all of its commandments. We will absorb its lessons and
apply them to the next six years, so that also when we plough and reap, and do business and
consult, we will understand that it is G-d who gives us the strength to do all of this and it is
He who determines the results”. It is He who created and owns all things, including the very
land we attempt to master”.

It is easy for even those who believe in G-d, to imagine that somehow He has
withdrawn from this or that arena. We talk of the laws of economics or sociology, of nature
and nurture, of physics and chemistry as if somehow these laws are no longer subject to the
guiding Hand of G-d. Does G-d really care whether I put on a light, or whether I made a
business deal with just a slight embellishment of my sales pitch?* To this G-d answers, “The
leap of faith you will take during Shemittah will teach you that I am involved in every aspect
the creation. I will feed you without your making any effort towards your own sustenance. [
will be the plougher and the reaper.”

Shemittah is, in a sense, a recreation of the level of the First Man before the sin. Man
was born to toil — 19y Sny> 07N, Before the sin, that toil was expressed as a purely spiritual
effort — PWS NTaYY representing a concentration of the entire Kedusha-effect of the
positive and negative Mitzvos respectivelys. After the sin, however, man would now have to
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labor in a physical way as well — 79x nyya. However, on Shemittah we no longer toil. We
again eat the food that G-d prepares us without our own labor. We live for a year at the level
of the First Man before the sin'. At Har Sinai the Jews again achieved this level of the First
Man before the sin. And even though they lost it again with the Cheit HaEigel, there
remained some impression on their souls. This is what we tap into each Shemittah — a
continuation of the Har Sinai experience. Just like we rose above nature during Sinai, so we
maintain our bond with that level through Shemittah?.

This is what the Sages mean when they give us the puzzling wording at the beginning
of Avos: Moshe received the Torah from Sinai. The commentators point out that the wording
should have said, Moshe received the Torah from G-d’. But what the Sages are telling us is
that Moshe received the Torah in the midst of the Sinai experience — »®© 90 Tnyn. For besides
the giving of the Torah at Sinai, there was the experience of Sinai - Maamad Har Sinai -
whose purpose was to instill a deep and lasting faith®. The faith of Sinai was one that was
intended to go further than our minds, an abstract, intellectual faith; further even than our
hearts. It was designed to seep into our very bones”.
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Sinai became the basis of our faith - I am the Lord your G-d'. But it is really the
general root of all the Mitzvos, even though each one may have its own, additional spiritual
value®. Now the Mitzvah of Shemittah was chosen to teach that the general purpose of all
Mitzvos is faith (1212 X ... 02 MY 1NN NVINY rm)3.

If you want to see the Sinai-faith at work, go witness the Jewish people keeping
Shemittah. Go see not only land-owners, but slaves and the dirt-poor — every human — having
equal access to produce.4 Go see an entire nation proclaiming their land ownerless (Wpon),
and inviting all who so wish to come and help themselves® — a real Sabbath of the fields! In
this year, the owners are to have no advantaged access; there are to be no favorites — not
Cohanim, nor Leviim nor anyone else®.

Go see an entire nation stop their entire agricultural production — their food and their
income’ - for a year or more, and do it fearlessly. Go see a faith which promises just the
opposite of what nature would dictate: Keep the Shemittah and your life on the land will be a
happy and a productive one. Violate Shemittah and you will face exile and dispersion®. For
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Shemittah-faith is indicative of whether you really believe that G-d gave this land to His
Chosen People to begin with'. We give it back to G-d because we know deep down that the
gift He gave us is only sustained by His real ownershipz.

If you do so believe, then not only will you have no problem giving the land back to
He who was always the owner, but you will understand Shemittah as a parable for all our
possessions3 . We are but custodians of His possessions, mandated only to use this world
according to His Will*, We buy, we sell — we act as masters — but none of this is permanent.
Sales last only until the Yovel and every seven years we remind ourselves that, even until
then, it is G-d who grants us whatever usage we have. For here, on this earth, we are but
wanderers — our true place is with G-d in the World to Come®.

Sinai was in a sense an artificial experience. We were not meant to live in a desert,
nor could an event in which our souls lept out of our bodies be repeated every day. We were
meant to go into the land, earn our living and see holiness in all of that. The holiness of Sinai
was transferred to the land via the Shemittah experience. The seven weeks leading up to Sinai
were stretched into the seven years of the Shemittah cycle; the freeing of the »3ay 72y on
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! Rabbi Uziel Milevsky: Ner Uziel (Vol. 2, pg. 110)
At the opening of Bereishis, Rashi comments:

G-d begins the Torah with an account of Creation in order to declare His works to His people. Lest the
nations of the world accuse the Jewish people of usurping the land that had belonged to the seven Canaanite
nations and unlawfully banishing its inhabitants, the Torah opens with a declaration: The Earth belongs to G-d
— His to give to whomever He pleases.

Rashi’s word have been often interpreted as G-d’s response to the nations — the answer the Jewish
people may use to the recurring accusation that the Land of Israel is not theirs. But how likely is it that other
nations will believe what is written in our tradition? Why should they accept our word over their own?

In truth, more than a response we may give to other nations, G-d’s message is a guarantee for the
Jewish people themselves. “If your faith in My word is steadfast, if you believe that the earth is Mine alone —to
give to whomever | please — then other nations will believe it as well. It is only your faith that the Holy Land
belongs to you that convinces the nations of your rightful claim to the land. On the other hand, when your
conviction that you own the land is weak — due to a lack of faith on you part —the nations too will question the
legitimacy of your claim and will make claims of their own.
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Shemittah', blowing of the Shofar and the freeing of the slaves on Yovel makes the Yovel
cycle — 7 years x 7, a Sinaitic experience. We too heard the Shofar at Sinai and we too
became finally free at Sinai when we were not only freed from the shackles of the Egyptians,
but free to engage in core spirituality through accepting the Torah. Through this we belong to
G-d, and to no man. Hence, Shemittah is introduced by: 299NY 3D 912 YN IN T2 - it is
the Sinaitic mitzvah par excellence.”

Shemittah is a cycle of seven, just like Shabbos is. G-d arranged this time in cycles of
seven® and He ensured that each cycle would end in kedusha, allowing for all the other days
to contribute to that final day and thereby be elevated by it’. Seven is the unit of holiness
because the physical world exists in six dimensions (4 directions, up and down). The seven
comes to unify these six into a higher whole®. We commit ourselves to an extensive response
to each level of seven, keeping Shabbos, Shemittah and finally Yovel (a cycle in years of 7 x
7, just as Shavuos is such a cycle in weeks’), because the principle behind it all — that G-d is
the creator of everything ex-nihilo and continues to sustain that creation — is so fundamental.
Each 8action reinforces the picture we paint indelibly on our heart and in our minds of this
event'.

And so, wherever we look, we see this cycle of seven: seven days of Sheva Brochos
and of mourning’, seven days of purity after a Nidah cycle, a Metzorah and after impurity
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%i.e. He did two things: He arranged time to move in cycles, and He decreed that each cycle would amount to
seven.
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7 S0 too, Shavuos is a time of true freedom — NN POWY I NON PIN 12 T2 PN — freedom being defined as
the person who truly rules over himself, something which is not possible without the Torah.
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from a dead body, seven days of Pesach and Sukkos, and more'. The verse testifies that
man’s average life-span is 7 years times 10 (Mmv 0oyav oTRN NV > ) and, as he tunes into
all the cycles of seven, he realizes that his life is one big life of seven”. And so, he is given
constant reminders, constant markers of his progress, constant mini-cycles to break out of his
rut and routine.

But of all these cycles it is Shabbos and Shemittah that end, par excellence, with
Kedusha. Rashi and the Ramban tell us that whereas Shabbos is testimony to the actual seven
days of Creation, Shemittah is testimony to the translation of those creative days into world
history and the length of days. Shabbos is a concentration of time, a day that encompasses all
other days’. Shemittah is the translation of that concentrated time into the nitty-gritty
experience of the land. The Eved Ivri goes free on Shemittah, as does the Eved Kenaani on
the Shemittah of Shemittahs, Yovel. Their freedom from the shackles of this worldly
subjugation is testimony to the higher spiritual reality that these days bring®. World history is
divided, say Chazal, into Seven thousand years. Once we know the Shemittah lesson of 715
MM XN, we are headed for the level of Y1 M9 of MwHN M.

No natural law of agriculture could ever have dictated a Shemittah. Common sense
farming would determine that lands lay fallow every second year, using alternating fields to
ensure crop continuityﬁ. To work land for six years and then desist for a full year seems
foolhardy. Indeed, since the Torah-mandated Shemittah required a phasing out of farming
starting one month before (1yaw navin)’ was extended by the rabbis®, and there was a lag
time after Shemittah, until crops could be planted and then reaped, we are talking about
almost two yearsg. When Yovel followed Shemittah, this would come to three years!

93173x *

93173N °

95 YOV TR YA ¥ WAL I ,09I9N Y3 UNY NI DIWN NNYIN NHNNY PNV 1IN YOV NI aYp XT8N np*rs3
NAYN DY XIN DN Y H9I1DY JIT ¥ DT 191 YT MNTN 9D NYZION 191 VITD TN D19 NI NN

290NN PITX 9] T PY

(This is similar to the Even haShetiya from which all space developed. Similarly, there is one soul in generation
which encompasses all the spiritual realities of all the souls.)
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Had Moses made the Torah up, and claimed that it was G-d given, he would have
been caught out the first time a Shemittah-Yovel cycle came around, if not the first Shemittah
year, when mass starvation would have exposed him as a fraud'. Indeed, if Moses was Chas
VeShalom a fraud, he would not have been so stupid as to include a Shemittah law to begin
with. Yet, G-d does anticipate that we will be challenging Him on this® and delivered, again
and again. Not once did Jews who kept Shemittah die for lack of food. Not once did their
great leap of faith, to open their fields to all comers without any expectation of any

repayment3, fail to teach them, in a tangible way, that G-d is looking after us”,

We do not starve during Shemittah because the very nature of Mitzvah was designed
to bring blessing into the world. But, perhaps we will be people of little faith. Perhaps we will
ask, despite G-d’s promises:

NNNXIAN NX GONI NI YITI KD I NYAVN MY DIN) NN I1INRN D) (I) 1D RXIPN

And if you will ask what will we eat in the seventh year; for we have neither sowed
nor gathered our produce? - This is a strange wording, to have recorded in the Torah our
question’ - to which G-d promises:

: DMVYN YHYY NNIANND NN VYY) NPYYN MY 029 Y12 NN ONNINY (ND)

G-d is telling us that His promise of a blessing is directed even to those kind of faith-
racked Shemittah keepers, lest their faithlessness undermines the natural blessings of
Shemittah. °

This, says, the Nesivos Shalom’ is why Shemittah was chosen as the example through
which we learn that all the Mitzvos were given, in general and in detail, at Sinai®. For besides
the giving of the Torah at Sinai, there was the experience of Sinai - Maamad Har Sinai -
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whose purpose was to instill a deep and lasting faith'. The faith of Sinai, was one that was
intended to go further than our minds or even our hearts. It was designed to seep into our very
bones®.

After keeping Shemittah, life will never be the same again. We will realize that, in all
the other years, G-d sustains us at His Will and not because of any special business deals or
professional achievements on our part3. Having made the transition from the desert where our
every need was taken care of, to the Land where we have to toil to plough and sow and reap,
Shemittah will change our relationship to that and all other work. Our understanding of Who
makes it happen will be different, our feeling of security hugely increased and our ability to
share all of our possessions - that which really belongs to Him — significantly expanded.
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Halachic Background of Shemittah

There are two types of Shemittah Mitzvos:

a. Those of the land which only apply to the Land of Israel, (and, to some extent to the
surrounding areasl);
b. and Shemittahs Kesafim, annulment of loans, which apply anywhere in the world.

Finally, Yovel is a culmination of the Shemittah cycles.

Shemittah today is only Derabanan’, as it requires the entire nation to be living in Israel for the
Mitzvah to be DeOraaisa’. This makes the Mitzvah more lenient in several respects4.

! Bnei Yisroel settled in the land of Israel after the Exodus (D80 "9y — 1% Temple times) but were kicked out
again by Nebuchadnezer. When they returned again (522 "9y — 2" Temple times), they did not re-settle the
entire original area. Although the land of Israel has intrinsic holiness, there is an extra holiness created by the
settlement of the entire nation which is what causes certain YIx2 nYnn nnsn to kick in. When the Jews
were kicked off the land by Nebuchadnezer this kedusha was lost. Since it had been achieved by our
conquering the land from the Kenaanim to begin with, it was lost when our ¥135 was reversed. ( X"5 910 0729
maIvym mman 'Ynn). However, when the Jews resettled the land under Ezra and Nechemiah, it was done
with the added legitimacy of the Persian rulers giving their blessing. Since it was not dependent solely of vya3,
the Kedusha had a more permanent status. This is behind the principle of Chazal:

N2D PRYY DYTPY NNYYO NYTP MY NWYITP .N2D TRYY NYTP KDY NNYYD IWTP NHIYRI NWITP
(It should be noted that the Har HaBayis required a similar act of sanctification, but the circumstances and
therefore the results there are different)

However, as stated in the next footnote, the mitzvah of Shmittah also requires that all the inhabitants be on
the land, making it only a Rabbinic Mitzvah today.

All of this leads to the following result:

1. Places settled by ©»xn My but not Y31 »>w were, even in Second Temple times were only
Rabbinically proscribed for certain Shemittah things (o°n»av) but are essentially not included in Shmittah
observance. This may include Eilat, the Gaza strip and some other areas.

2. Syria, known as 7T Y¥ N> w115, because he conquered it prematurely before the rest of Israel had
been conquered, is included in Rabbinic Shmittah.
3. Amon, Moav and Egypt, even though they are included in Maaser are not included in Shmittah.

1Y 9T 1"9 PLAIA WD T2TY NPV MYPIP NVIIY W) DPA PITITI KON 1N 1T MY D) DI NOLHYY ¥Na 1)
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55 YY) PIAVTH PI NN NVIY NV TP IVARY TNDY TINNN PYIN NIRDIY AN T8 MN8N PO TIdN DNIND
NIMNINT N2 NVNPYY D"ININ NYTY 1DV MWN UM 2T NN DY XM (92210 42,000 N2 P 7PYY MIAVY

DV IOV 1012 — YIND DN ININ 2D INNIWY 3
The laws of Yovel are even more stringent, requiring that the all the tribes of Israel be present on the land.
Therefore, Yovel has not applied for about 200 years prior to the destruction of the First Temple, when Shevet

Reuven and Gad were exiled.
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Despite this, religious farmers in Israel, plus an ever growing population are increasingly buying into
this mitzvah, relying less and less on the heter mechirah — the selling of their land for the year to a non-
Jew.

There is both a positive and a negative command not to work on the land during a Shemittah year
starting on Rosh Hashana'. One is required to regard all one’s produce as hefker®, and one should not
plough3, plant or reap4.

This would apply even to a pot-plant in one’s court yard as well as to grafting.

One has to regard all produce that grew in Israel that year as having Kedushas Sheviis, eating it in its
preferred way (and not in an inferior way) and neither selling it’ nor throwing it awayé.

One may only keep in storage such products as long as they are available in the field. At the end of
this period, one must make even fruit and vegetables (and their products) available to all (1y3a), all be it
only brieﬂy7.

At the end of the Shemittah year, there is an obligation to absolve anyone who owes you money from
having to repay ( D99 nLHV)*.

We are commanded to not hold back and avoid making loans close to Shemittah out of concern that
we will not be able to reclaim the loan’.

We are only required to observe this towards our fellow Jew'".

In addition, the Sages, out of fear that people would nevertheless not make loans close to a Shemittah
year, introduced a Pruzbul, a document which legally entrusts our loans into the hands of Beis Din, a
procedure which allows us to reclaim loans after Shemittah after all.

Shemittah of the land applies only in Israel whereas Shemittah of loans applies everywhere.

One other significant Shemittah mitzvah is the release of Hebrew servants'', generally those who were
undergoing rehabilitation for theft. There are several other ways in which a Hebrew servant may have
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been freed. If, however, he was still in servitude by the Shemittah year, then this was the final time for
his release. This release had to be accompanied with enough provisions to give him a new start in life'.

The Shemittah cycle is counted from the creation of the world®. After counting seven Shemittah
cycles3, in the 50" year, the Yovel year was proclaimed and sanctified*. The Shofar was blown on Yom
Kippur of that year’, and similar laws to Shemittah applied to working the land’. But there were other
things as well. Any urban or agricultural land which had been sold had to return to its original owners’,
Hebrew slaves were set free® and a year of freedom (777) was declared.
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® This is referring to Hebrew slaves who had elected not to go free after their six year tenure with their
masters.
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