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A Sabbath of the Land for You: Shemita, Ethics, and Jewish Philosophy

Session 1: Introduction - Why does Shemita matter to Jewish Ethics?

An Initial Explanation of the Ethical Significance of Shemitah

Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed

“With regard to all the commandments that we have enumerated in Laws concerning the Sabbatical
Year and the Jubilee, some of them are meant to lead to pity and help for all men—as the text has it:
That the poor of thy people may eat; and what they leave the beasts of the field shall eat, and so
on—are meant to make the earth more fertile and stronger through letting it lie fallow. Others are
meant to lead benevolence toward slaves and poor people; I refer to the remission of debts and freeing
of slaves. Others consider what is useful from a permanent point of view in providing for a living,
through turning the whole land into an inalienable possession that cannot be sold in absolute fashion:
And the land shall not be sold in perpetuity; consequently a man’s property remains, as far as the
landed property itself is concerned, reserved for him and his children, and he can only exploit its
produce” 553 (III 39).

The Biblical Injunctions
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shall observe a sabbath of the LORD.
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your field or prune your vineyard.

You shall not reap the aftergrowth of your harvest or
gather the grapes of your untrimmed vines; it shall be a
year of complete rest for the land.

But you may eat whatever the land during its sabbath will
produce—you, your male and female slaves, the hired and
bound laborers who live with you,

and your cattle and the beasts in your land may eat all its

yield.

You shall count off seven weeks of years—seven times
seven years—so that the period of seven weeks of years
gives you a total of forty-nine years.

Then you shall sound the horn loud; in the seventh
month, on the tenth day of the month—the Day of
Atonement—you shall have the horn sounded
throughout your land

and you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim
release throughout the land for all its inhabitants. It shall
be a jubilee for you: each of you shall return to his holding
and each of you shall return to his family.
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Deuteronomy 15:1-15
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Every seventh year you shall practice remission of debts.

This shall be the nature of the remission: every creditor
shall remit the due that he claims from his fellow; he
shall not dun his fellow or kinsman, for the remission

proclaimed is of the LORD.

You may dun the foreigner; but you must remit
whatever is due you from your kinsmen.
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There shall be no needy among you—since the LORD
your God will bless you in the land that the LORD
your God is giving you as a hereditary portion—

if only you heed the LORD your God and take care to
keep all this Instruction that I enjoin upon you this day.

For the LORD your God will bless you as He has
promised you: you will extend loans to many nations,
but require none yourself; you will dominate many
nations, but they will not dominate you.

If, however, there is a needy person among you, one of
your kinsmen in any of your settlements in the land
that the LORD your God is giving you, do not harden
your heart and shut your hand against your needy
kinsman.

Rather, you must open your hand and lend him
sufficient for whatever he needs.

Beware lest you harbor the base thought, “The seventh
year, the year of remission, is approaching,” so that you
are mean to your needy kinsman and give him nothing.
He will cry out to the LORD against you, and you will

incur guilt.

Give to him readily and have no regrets when you do so,
for in return the LORD your God will bless you in all
your efforts and in all your undertakings.

For there will never cease to be needy ones in your land,
which is why I command you: open your hand to the
poor and needy kinsman in your land.

If a fellow Hebrew, man or woman, is sold to you, he
shall serve you six years, and in the seventh year you
shall set him free.

When you set him free, do not let him go
empty-handed:
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Furnish him out of the flock, threshing floor, and vat,
with which the LORD your God has blessed you.

Bear in mind that you were slaves in the land of Egypt
and the LORD your God redeemed you; therefore I
enjoin this commandment upon you today.

Key Ethical Questions Raised by Shemitah:

Nechama Leibowitz: Commentary on Behar 1, pg. 516.

“Thus there are two precepts to be complied with by the Jew in the shemitab year, which leave their
imprint on life during that year: The suspension of agricultural work, and the renunciation of
ownership of all agricultural produce, declaring it public property. (We shall not now deal with the
third precept, the cancellation of all monetary debts mentioned in Parashat Re’e.) Whoever wishes to
find a reason for the institution of the Sabbatical year of the land, must bear in mind, not only one, but

both above mentioned aspects of the Shemitah year.

Jeffery Tigay, JPS Commentary on Devarim (15:3) (p.146)

The remission applies only to debts owed by fellow Israelites, not those owed by foreigners. Similarly,
the msharum edict of the Babylonian king Ammitsaduka canceled only the debts of Akkadians and
Amorites in Babylon. The distinction between citizens and foreigners may be due to the fact that
forgiving debts is an extraordinary sacrifice. Collecting debts is a legitimate right that members of
society are willing to forgo only on behalf of those who have a specific familylike claim on their
generosity. In practical terms, remission of debts aims to reestablish economic equilibrium within a
society, and since foreigners are only temporary residents they are not members of that society. Indeed,
since foreigners were normally present in a country for purposes of trade, goods or money given to

them on credit were usually investments or advance payments on goods, not loans because of poverty.

A Mitzvah We Cannot Perform?

Jeffery Tigay, JPS Commentary on Devarim 15:7-11 (p. 146-7)

Moses anticipates a complication arising from the preceding law. Even those who would normally be
willing to lend to the poor might be reluctant to do so as the year of remission approaches, since they
would very likely lose what they loaned. Moses urges the people to disregard such calculations, arguing

that God would bless with further prosperity those who do not lend to the poor and would punish
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those who refuse to lend. (In late Second Temple times this law did become a deterrent to lending, and
a legal fiction was devised to remedy the problem...)

This section of the chapter is not a law but an ethical exhortation. Because there is no way for authority
to judge the true motives of persons who refuse to lend, the exhortation could hardly have been
enforceable. This is why the only recourse of the poor who are denied loans is a plea to God (v. 9b). To
add force to the exhortation, Moses uses several value-charged idioms—‘hardening the heart,” ‘base

thought,” and ‘mean’—to deprecate refusal to lend.

Mishnah Gittin 4:3
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A widow is not paid from the property of
orphans except if she takes an oath [that she has
not already received part of her ketubah]. The
courts were reluctant to administer the oath, and
so Rabban Gamliel the Elder established that she
should take any vow that the orphans wanted,
and then collect her ketubah. And witnesses sign
a get because of tikkun olam. Hillel established
prozbul because of tikkun olam.
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Mishnah Shevi’it 10:3
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The Prozbul is not suspended [because of
shemitah]. This is one of the things that Hillel
the Elder established, when he saw that people
were reluctant to lend to one another, and that
they were violating what is written (Deut. 15:9)
“Beware lest you harbor the base thought, “The
seventh year, the year of remission, is
approaching,” so that you are mean to your
needy kinsman and give him nothing. He will cry
out to the LORD against you, and you will incur
guilt.” Therefore, Hillel establishes the Prozbul.
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