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

Class Session: Land and Zionism

The Modern Problem of Shemita

Nima Adlerblum Memoirs of Childhood: An Approach to Jewish Philosophy

Jacob Mordechai’s Devar ha-Shemittah—a research into the laws of the Talmud referring to the
sabbatical and jubilee years—was written on account of the controversy regarding the cultivation of
the land in the Shemittah year 1888-1889. The administrators of Zikhron Yaakov, Ekron, Petach
Tikvah, and Rishon le-Tzion came to Jerusalem to talk the matter over with the rabbis and hope that
they might find a way whereby the tilling of the soil would not be interrupted. Shemuel of Salant, in
the name of his Beit Din, decreed that the laws of Shemittah must be strictly applied, and he appealed
for financial assistance to Baron de Rothschild and older philanthropists, Jacob Mordechai, on the
other hand, Jacob Mordechai, on the other hand, felt that a careful study of the Shemittah laws might
point towards some hetter (permissive easement). The agitation is reflected in the introduction to his
book…

If there cannot be found a means for a hetter in accordance with the din, there
will be untold loss, which would endanger the lives of hundreds of Jewish souls,
who have no way whatever to sustain themselves during the Shemittah….There is
also some ground for apprehension that it might cause the philanthropists engaged in
this great mitzvah to weaken and withdraw their aid, and all this holy endeavor might
collapse. It is my advice that the colonists should issue a public call to all our rabbis,
both in Palestine and outside Palestine, to point out the way in which they should walk,
according to the letter of the law of our holy Torah. This would be a most proper
approach, right in the eyes of God and man. As for myself, I am acceding to their
request to look into the matter without any intention of making a halakhic
decision, but only to arouse and plead before the rabbis who know the statutes
and the laws, that they may find what can be done in accordance with them.
First of all, it is necessary to look into the matter of Shemittah at this time as to
plowing and sowing. If it is a Pentateuchal (Mi-de-Oraytha) prohibition, then
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there is no hope of a lenient way out; but if it is a rabbinical injunction
(mi-de-Rabbanan) then a basis for leniency might be found in the argument
that the Talmudic rabbis did not intend for their decree to apply where it
would cause such a great loss.

Agriculture in the Old Yishuv
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Proclamation of Chief Rabbi, Rav Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook, Regarding The
Importance of Shemitah Observance, and collecting for a communal fund to support those
who observe shmita without compromise.
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A Tension of Values
Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, “Does Jewish Tradition Recognize an Ethic Independent of
Halakha?”

Essentially, then, the question is whether Halakhah is self-sufficient. Its comprehensiveness and
self-sufficiency are notions many of us cherish in our more pietistic or publicistic moments. [...] If,
however, we equate Halakhah with the din, if we mean that everything can be looked up,
every moral dilemma resolved by reference to code or canon, the notion is both palpably naive
and patently false. . . . Which of us has not, at times, been made painfully aware of the ethical paucity
of his legal resources? Who has not found that fulfillment of explicit halakhic duty could fall well short
of exhausting clearly felt moral responsibility? (68)

There are of course situations in which ethical factors - the preservation of life, the enhancement of
human dignity, the quest for communal or domestic peace, or the mitigation of either anxiety or pain -
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sanction the breach by preemptive priority or outright violation of specific norms. However
these factors are themselves halakhic consideration, in the most technical sense of the term,
and their deployment entails no rejection of the system whatsoever. (67)

It goes without saying that Judaism has rejected contextualism as a self-sufficient ethic. Nevertheless we
should recognize equally that it has embraced it as the modus operandi of large tracts of human
experience. These lie in the real, of lifnim mishurat hadin. In this area, the halakhic norm is
itself situational. (79)

Preserving Shemitah - At What Cost?
Rav Kook - Introduction to Shabbat Ha’Aretz (1909).

Now the shmita year has arrived (according to the
reckoning we have). Owing to the poor situation of our
settlement in the land, we will have to make do with the
temporary expedient that was endorsed some time ago by
the great authorities of the generation, who understood
deeply the situation of the new settlement in our holy land.
They had a penetrating sense of what is could become in
the future and knew not to belittle its smallness because
they understood that plowing these first furrows on our
land could be a “gateway of hope” for our people and
portend the growth of a salvation that “came from the
Lord.” They realized their historical obligation to smooth
the path of the new settlements and, as much as possible,
not to let the mitzvot that are connected to the land be
obstacles. God does not make tyrannical and
unreasonable demands of His creatures.

The circumstances that allow us to be lenient regarding
mitzvot pertaining to the whole community when there is
the likelihood of significant financial loss, or in a temporary
situation of acute need, are all compounded in this case to
an extent unparalleled in the annals of legal questions that
have arisen throughout lengthy exile. [...]

וְהִנֵּה עַתָּה הִגּיעָה שְׁנתַ־הַשְּׁמִטָּה לְפִי מִניְןָ
לּוּת מַצַּבהַשָּׁניִם הַמֻּחְזקָ אִתָּנוּ. מֵרוֹב דַּ

אָרֶץ ע"פהֶכְרֵחַ הוּא אָמְנםָ לְהִסְתַפֵּקישִּׁוּבֵנוּ בָּ
אֲשֶׁר הֻסְכַּם מֵאָז ע"פ רוֹב בְּהוֹרָאַת־שָׁעָה, כַּ
ק מַצַּב ֶֹ גְּדוֹלֵי־הַדּוֹר, אֲשֶׁר נכְִנסְוּ לְתוֹךְ עמ

דוֹשָׁה, וּבְהַרְגָּשָׁה הַיּשִּׁוּב הֶחָדָשׁ בְּאַרְצֵנוּ הַקְּ
ֹ נאֱֶמָנהָ חָדְרוּ אֶל עֶרְכּוֹ בֶּעָתִיד, בְּחוּשָׁם שֶׁלא
לָבוּז לְיוֹם־קְטָנוֹת וְלָדַעַת כִּי מֵאֵת ד' הָיתְָה

זאֹת, לָתֵת ניִר לְעַמּוֹ עַל אַדְמַת־קָדְשׁוֹ לִהְיוֹת
לְפֶתַח־תִּקְוָה וּצְמִיחַת־קֶרֶן־ישְׁוּעָה, שֶׁגְּדוֹלָה
פְגַע הִיא חוֹבָתֵנוּ לְישֵַּׁר אֶת מְסִלָּתָהּ, לִבְלִי תִּ
לוּיוֹת־בָּאָרֶץ כְּכָל צְוֹת־הַתְּ מִכְשׁוֹלִים מִצַּד הַמִּ

טְרוּנְיאָ עִםהָאֶפְשָׁרִי. וְאֵין הַקב"ה בָּא בִּ
רִיּוֹתָיו. בְּ

רַבִּים ל בִּמְקוֹם מִצְוָה דְּ וְכָל הַנּאֱֶמַר לְהַקֵּ
חַק, – כָּל אֵלֶּה וּבִמְקוֹם הֶפְסֵד מְרֻבֶּה וּשְׁעַת־הַדְּ
ה מְרֻבָּה כָּל־כָּךְ, עַד מִדָּ שְׁאֵלָה זוֹ בְּ חֻבְּרוּ יחַַד בִּ
כָל הַשְּׁאֵלוֹת אֲשֶׁר נתְִעוֹרְרוּ גְמָא בְּ שֶׁאֵין לָהּ דֻּ
ין וּמִשְׁפָּט, בְּכָל מֶשֶׁךְ הַגָּלוּת חֵקֶר דִּ ישְִׂרָאֵל בְּ בְּ

הָאֲרֻכָּה. ]...[

וּלְבַד־זֶה הַתַּלְמוּד בְּעַצְמוֹ יבִָיא לִידֵי
לְבָבוֹת אֶת מַעֲשֶׂה, שִׁנּוּן הַהֲלָכוֹת יחֲַקוֹק בִּ

לֵב רַבִּיםוּמִשְּׁמִטָּה לִשְׁמִטָּה יתְִוַסְּפוּחִיּוּבָם בָּ
]...[
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In addition, learning itself leads to action. Studying
the halakhot will engrave them on our hearts. From
one shmita year to the next, more and more people will be
caught up with enthusiasm. [...]

The holiness of shmita will emanate from the spirit of God
that hovers over His people and land and spread to all life -
to all God’s people and especially to those who live in the
holy shelter of this precious land, in the sweet
companionship of its loving refuge. The spirit of the
Jubilee, which lies latent, will appear from within the
storehouse of holiness that is in the shmita, and the sound
of the shofar with herald salvation, rousing the sleepy and
encouraging the recently redeemed.

מֵרוּחַ ד' הַחוֹפֵף עַל עַמּוֹ וְאַרְצוֹ תָּחֵל קְדֻשַּׁת
הַשְׁמִטָּה וְתִפְאֶרֶת זיִו כְּבוֹדָהּ לְהִתְפַשֵּׁט עַל כָּל
רוּחַ וָנפֶֶשׁ, לְכָל עַם ד' וּבְיחִוּד לַיּוֹשְׁבִים בְּצֵל
ה, וּבִנעְִימַת־ידְִידוּת עזֹ קדֶֹשׁ שֶׁל אֶרֶץ חֶמְדָּ

אַהֲבָתָהּ. וְרוּחַ קְדֻשַּׁת הַיּוֹבֵל הַמִּסְתַּתֵּר יוֹפִיעַ
שׁוֹ עַל קְדֻשַּׁת הַשְּׁמִטָּה, לְעוֹרֵר קֶרֶן ֶֹ מֵאוֹצָר קד
ישְׁוּעָה וְקוֹל שׁוֹפָר לְשַׂגֵּב ישֶַׁע, לְעוֹרֵר ישְֵׁניִם

וּלְעוֹדֵד גְּאוּלִים.

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein - “Thoughts About Shemittah” (1972-73) in Leaves of Faith, pg.
179-188.

But the true nature of shemittah remains a deep secret. The simple fact is that the shemittah year of
5733 constitutes a halakhic tragedy. (179)

What remains for us today of this enchanting vision? Nothing but a hollow shell! The
transition from an agricultural economy to an industrial one has taken most of the prohibitions of
work off the agenda for nearly everyone. For most people, the situation is relatively convenient and also
straightforward - they need not circumvent or destroy the prohibitions; they are simply lucky enough
not to confront them. [...] What options are available to people who are anxious to observe the
kedushah of shemittah with careful attention to the details? They can rely on the legal fiction
that - woe to the ears that hear this! - the fields of Eretz Yisrael, from Lebanon to Egypt and from the
Mediterranean to the Jordan, have been sold or leased to non-Jews.(181-182)

In a formal sense, perhaps, all is well; but we are not fulfilling the mitzvah of giving the land
its ‘Sabbath of complete rest.” All of us - those who support and oppose the heter alike - are not so
much observing the shemittah as avoiding its observance. I do not see any way to improve the
citation in the foreseeable future. But at least, let us feel the pain of it, as Hillel did in his day. Since



7

we have no choice, we will make sure of all the heterim and other means of circumvention, and we will
bow our heads before the sad reality. But we will not - nay! a thousand times not - make peace
with it. We will admit our failure and regret it - and hope that God will provide what is missing. (185)


