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Biblical Teachings on Shemittah

2 pop a1
:ANRIANTNN POON) X NN YR 239 WY ()
ST TR027 AWYRTIR TTT 720 29NA 0302 7Y 1N 1008 mRwhen aawnwn ndawm (X0)

.....

1. Exodus 23

10 And six years thou shalt sow thy land, and gather in the increase thereof; 11 but the seventh
year thou shalt let it rest and lie fallow, that the poor of thy people may eat; and what they leave
the beast of the field shall eat. In like manner thou shalt deal with thy vineyard, and with thy
oliveyard. 12 Six days thou shalt do thy work, but on the seventh day thou shalt rest; that thine
ox and thine ass may have rest, and the son of thy handmaid, and the stranger, may be
refreshed. +
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2. Deuteronomy 15

1 At the end of every seven years thou shalt make a release. 2 And this is the manner of the
release: every creditor shall release that which he hath lent unto his neighbour; he shall not exact
it of his neighbour and his brother; because the LORD'S release hath been proclaimed. 3 Of a
foreigner thou mayest exact it; but whatsoever of thine is with thy brother thy hand shall

release. 4 Howbeit there shall be no needy among you--for the LORD will surely bless thee in
the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee for an inheritance to possess it--
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3. Deuteronomy 15
12 If thy brother, a Hebrew man, or a Hebrew woman, be sold unto thee, he shall serve thee six
years; and in the seventh year thou shalt let him go free from thee. 13 And when thou lettest him
go free from thee, thou shalt not let him go empty; 14 thou shalt furnish him liberally out of thy
flock, and out of thy threshing-floor, and out of thy winepress; of that wherewith the LORD thy
God hath blessed thee thou shalt give unto him. 15 And thou shalt remember that thou wast a
bondman in the land of Egypt, and the LORD thy God redeemed thee; therefore | command thee
this thing to-day.
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4. Leviticus 25

1 And the LORD spoke unto Moses in mount Sinai, saying: 2 Speak unto the children of Israel,
and say unto them: When ye come into the land which | give you, then shall the land keep a
sabbath unto the LORD. 3 Six years thou shalt sow thy field, and six years thou shalt prune thy
vineyard, and gather in the produce thereof. 4 But in the seventh year shall be a sabbath of
solemn rest for the land, a sabbath unto the LORD; thou shalt neither sow thy field, nor prune thy
vineyard. 5 That which groweth of itself of thy harvest thou shalt not reap, and the grapes of thy
undressed vine thou shalt not gather; it shall be a year of solemn rest for the land. 6 And the
sabbath-produce of the land shall be for food for you: for thee, and for thy servant and for thy
maid, and for thy hired servant and for the settler by thy side that sojourn with thee; 7 and for thy
cattle, and for the beasts that are in thy land, shall all the increase thereof be for food.
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5. Leviticus 26
14 But if you do not listen to me, and do not perform all of these commandments...

32 And I will bring the land into desolation; and your enemies that dwell therein shall be
astonished at it. 33 And you will | scatter among the nations, and I will draw out the sword after
you; and your land shall be a desolation, and your cities shall be a waste. 34 Then shall the land
be paid her sabbaths, as long as it lieth desolate, and ye are in your enemies' land; even then shall
the land rest, and repay her sabbaths. 35 As long as it lieth desolate it shall have rest; even the
rest which it had not in your sabbaths, when ye dwelt upon it.

Basic Categories of Shemittah
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6. Introduction to Hilchos Shemita (translation, chabad.org)

1) That the earth should rest in the seventh year from all labor performed because of it;

2) Not to perform agricultural work during this year;

3) Not to perform work with trees during this year;

4) Not to harvest produce that grows on its own in an ordinary manner;

5) Not to harvest grapes in an ordinary manner;

6) To give up ownership of all the produce of the earth;

7) To renounce all debts;

8) Not to pressure a debtor, nor to demand payment from him;

9) Not to refrain from lending before the Sabbatical year so that one will not forfeit his money;
10) To count the years in sets of seven;

11) To sanctify the fiftieth year;

12) To sound the shofar on the tenth of Tishrei [of the fiftieth year] so that the servants will be
released as free;

13) Not to perform agricultural work during this year;

14) Not to harvest produce that grows on its own in an ordinary manner;

15) Not to harvest grapes in an ordinary manner;

16) To provide for the redemption of the land during this year; this refers to the laws pertaining
to ancestral fields and purchased fields;

17) That the land never be sold in a permanent manner;

18) The laws pertaining to [the sale of] homes in walled cities;

19) That the tribe of Levi should not receive a tribal inheritance in Eretz Yisrael; instead, they are
given cities to live in as presents;

20) That the tribe of Levi not take a portion of the spoils [of war];

21) To give the Levites cities to dwell in [together with] their open land;

22) That the open land of their cities never be sold [permanently]; instead they have the
opportunity to redeem it whether before the Jubilee year or afterwards.

Themes of Shemittah
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7. Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 39a

What is the reason for Shevi’it? He [R. Abahu] said: Now | will tell you something that you both
agree to: The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Israel: Plant six [years] and leave [the land] the
seventh, in order that you will know that the land is Mine.
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8. Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, Volume 3 Chapter 39 (trans. Sefaria)

As to the precepts enumerated in the laws concerning the year of release and the jubilee (Hilkhot
shemittah ve-yohel) some of them imply sympathy with our fellow-men, and promote the well-
being of mankind; for in reference to these Precepts it is stated in the Law, "That the poor of thy
people may eat” (Exod. 23:11); and besides, the land will also increase its produce and improve
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https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/4254752/jewish/Who-Were-the-Levites.htm

when it remains fallow for some time. Other precepts of this class prescribe kindness to servants
and to the poor, by renouncing any claims to debts [in the year of release] and relieving the
slaves of their bondage [in the seventh year]. There are some precepts in this class that serve to
secure for the people a permanent source of maintenance and support by providing that the land
should remain the permanent property of its owners, and that it could not be sold.” And the land
shall not be sold for ever" (Lev. 25:23). In this way the property of a person remains intact for
him and his heirs, and he can only enjoy the produce thereof.
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9. R. Tzvi Hirsch Kalischer, Commentary on Torah, Behar
The reasons for Shemittah split into several purposes:

First: To teach people that the land is not theirs, but is the Lord’s. This is what is said: “When
you enter the land that | am giving you” (Lev. 25:2), that you should know and remember always
that I am the one giving you the land, and it is Mine and not yours. ..

And if you say: ‘If it is not mine | won’t work in it,” for this it is said “Six years you shall plant
your fields” (Lev. 25:3). | permit you to work My field. “And you shall gather its produce” (Lev.
25:3). And not only that, but there is an obligation to work the land and not throw it all back at
God, because the Lord blessed you with all you do. Working the holy land is a great
commandment and it has an important impact, even nowadays. And in the seventh year, “A
Sabbath of Sabbaths,” in order that you know that the land and its fullness is Mine. So say the
rabbis in few words: “the Holy One, blessed be He, said to plant for six [years] and leave it in the
seventh, in order that you know that the land is Mine, and that all are equal in it in this year.

Another [goal of Shemittah]: In order that they learn to withstand the test and believe in Him,
may He be blessed, because the eyes of the Lord are upon us from the beginning of the year to its
end. And in this it is know, that blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, that even if he stops
his work the Lord, may He be blessed, will still instruct His blessing... And in this a person will
accustom himself to trust in God and believe in His providence over every detail, because from
the Lord a person’s steps are directed. And one can also learn from this, that the rich should not
hold themselves over the poor — the Torah say that in the seventh year all are equal, the rich and
poor together have rights to gardens and orchards to eat their fill.

Another reason: That people shouldn’t always be busy with working the land for material
reasons, and just one year should be free for their souls. When a person overthrows the yoke of
work they can deal with Torah and wisdom. And for people who don’t know how to learn, they

4
shlomozuckier@gmail.com The Challenge of Contemporary Shemitah #1



can deal with weaving and other creative endeavors and build houses and palaces, in order that
this also not be lacking from the Land of Israel. Those who think thoughts doing the work will
find innovations in their free time, for the sake of the world and its improvement, and whoever
has knowledge of Torah — will deal only with Torah and fear [of Heaven], because this is true
happiness.
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10. Sefer Ha-Hinnukh, Commandment 84
The commandment of the releasing (shmitat) of lands:

To make ownerless everything that the earth put out in the seventh year, which is called the
shmitta (release) year, because of this process in which we are obligated; and that all who want
to [take] its fruits may do so - as it is stated (Exodus 23:11), "But the seventh you shall release it
and abandon it, and the needy among your people will eat of it, and what they leave the beasts
will eat; you shall do the same with your vineyards and your olive groves."...

It is from the roots of this commandment to affix in our hearts and make a strong impression in
our minds [about] the matter of the world having been created. As (Exodus 20, 11) "in six days
did God make the heavens and the earth, and on the seventh day" - in which He did not create
anything - He imposed rest on Himself.

And in order to remove and uproot and eradicate from our thoughts the idea of the eternity [of
the world] - which the deniers of the Torah believe in, through which they destroy all its
principles and break through its walls - did the requirement come upon us to expend all our time,
day by day and year by year, for this matter, by counting six years and resting on the seventh so
that this matter will never depart from between our eyes for all time. And this is similar to the
manner in which we count the days of the week [by dividing them] into six days of work and the
seventh is a day of rest. Therefore, He, blessed be He, did command to render ownerless all that
the land produces in this year - in addition to resting during it (i.e. during the year) - so that a
person will remember that the land which produces fruits for him every year does not produce
them by its [own] might and virtue. For there is a Master over it and over its master - and when
He wishes, He commands him (i.e. the master of the land) to render them (i.e. the fruit)
ownerless.

And there is another benefit in this matter - to acquire the trait of letting go (i.e. of one's
possessions), for there is no one more generous than he who gives without hope for recompense.
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And there is another benefit - the outcome of this is that a person will add to his trust in God,
may He be blessed, since anyone who finds it in his heart to give and abandon to the world all of
the produce of his lands and his ancestral inheritance for an entire year - and educates himself
and his family through this for all of his days - will never have the trait of stinginess overcome
him too much, nor will he have a deficient amount of trust.
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11. Zohar vol. 3 (Bemidbar), Shelah p. 171b

Come and see: every Shemittah year an announcement goes out: gather men and women and all
who are children of faith and come up! As such, all come out, male and female, and come up,
and all who are weaned off milk go up to the Yeshiva of heaven and rejoice, and this is the
greatest joy of all joys. And that youth who has the keys of his Master rises and says to us some
words, new and old, and all see the unparalleled joy. After this all go into various curtains, with
many hidden palaces there, which enlighten with the pleasantness of the Lord, inside the palace
of love of the Holy One, blessed be He. This is what it says “to see the pleasantness of the Lord
and to visit in His palace” (Ps. 27:4).
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12. Don Isaac Abravanel, Commentary on Avot 5:11

The Holy One, blessed be He, wished that just like the nation in its entirety offers a
commemoration by resting on the seventh day, noting the holy corner of the creation of the
world and its renewal, so too the chosen land will testify to it [creation] by leaving it for the
seventh year. This is the explanation for the commandment of Shemittah: “There shall be a
Sabbath of Sabbaths for the land, a Sabbath for the Lord” (Lev. 25:4). This means that leaving
the land should be like the sanctified Shabbat for Israel, and that this resting will hint at and
testify to the Sabbath of creation — a Sabbath for the Lord, because He rested on it from all His
work. It is as if the land, according to its level holiness, being unspeaking, testifies in this corner
what the Israelite people testify to with their Sabbaths, and the testimony of the land will be for a
more recognizable period of time, namely a year, based on produce cycles.

Early Fears of Shemittah’s Inapplicability
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13. Leviticus 25

18 Wherefore ye shall do My statutes, and keep Mine ordinances and do them; and ye shall dwell
in the land in safety. 19 And the land shall yield her fruit, and ye shall eat until ye have enough,
and dwell therein in safety. 20 And if ye shall say: 'What shall we eat the seventh year? behold,
we may not sow, nor gather in our increase’; 21 then I will command My blessing upon you in
the sixth year, and it shall bring forth produce for the three years. 22 And ye shall sow the eighth
year, and eat of the produce, the old store; until the ninth year, until her produce come in, ye
shall eat the old store.
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14. Deuteronomy 15:9-10
9 Beware that there be not a base thought in thy heart, saying: 'The seventh year, the year of
release, is at hand'; and thine eye be evil against thy needy brother, and thou give him nought;
and he cry unto the LORD against thee, and it be sin in thee. 10 Thou shalt surely give him, and
thy heart shall not be grieved when thou givest unto him; because that for this thing the LORD
thy God will bless thee in all thy work, and in all that thou puttest thy hand unto.
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15. Jerusalem Talmud, Demai 1:3

Rabbi wanted to permit Shemittah. Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair went to him, and said to him: What is
produce doing in the field? He [Rabbi] said to him: It’s nice endives. [R. Pinhas ben Yair said:]
What is produce doing in the field? He [Rabbi] said to him: It’s nice endives. And Rabbi knew
that he [R. Pinhas ben Yair] didn’t agree with him.

The Challenge of Shemittah Today
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16. R. Abraham lIsaac Kook, Shabbat ha-Aretz, Introduction, Section 14 (trans. Aryeh
Edrei, modified)

The sabbatical dispensation by a permit of sale on which we rely was never used and does not
appear to have been relied upon by the early sages, of blessed memory, at the time of the Second
Temple, in all the days of the sages of the Jerusalem Talmud, nor when the population continued
to live in the land of Israel afterwards, in the days of the early authorities. This is not surprising,
and there are three reasons for this. [...]

Aside from these [another reason]: In the early generations, the need was not so pressing, and so
they did not enter into the use of a permit based on evasion, but subsequently, when the necessity
intensified, they began to issue such permits, and directed the congregation accordingly; this is
exceedingly common. We find this with regard to [the sale of] hamets [on Passover]. [...]
Whenever there was no pressing need, the sages of that generation did not want to publicize
dispensations based on legal fiction, following the maxim, ‘It is the glory of God to conceal a
matter’’ (Prov. 25:2). [...] But when it became necessary to do so due to exigent circumstances,
then it was surely meritorious to instruct them [to act] thus, on these and similar matters, in order
to remove the stumbling block that the unsteady are facing, and to ease the great pressure of the
hour. For this reason all the great rabbis of the generations began to publicly undertake the sale
of Hametz as is practiced, because the businesses and factories were blessed in such significant
ways that it was impossible for them without publicizing the method of the sale.

And so too concerning our matter: in the early days, when the Jewish population lived primarily
from working the land for sustenance, it was possible to observe the sanctity of the sabbatical
year according to the details of the law, without any dispensation, because in the end the fruits
were made ownerless and there was space for the poor [to function] and this was close to the
Torah’s intent “that the poor of your nation should eat” (Exod. 23:11). For this reason they didn’t
publicize the permission of undoing [ownership of the land] through sale.

But in our days, when the existence of the community depends on commerce in the produce and
crops of the agricultural settlements, and the effect of preventing commerce would also lead to
the destruction of future stability — under these circumstances, it is certainly our obligation to
introduce the dispensation by way of sale [of the land], through the agreement of the rabbis in
each Shemittah, until the Lord has mercy on His nation and land and the good days return, and it
will be possible even from an agricultural perspective to guard the sanctity of Shevi’it according
to the law in its fullness, with no undoing [ownership of the land].

17. R. Zev Weitman, “Shemitah Observance in the Modern Economy,” HaMaayan, Tevet
5754 (trans. R. Jonathan Ziring)

Observance of the commandment of Shemitah today is easier and simpler than in during the
periods of the Torah, the Second Temple, or the Mishnah and Talmud. Undoubtably, even today
there is a great, serious challenge in keeping this mitzvah, and we must deal with many new
problems arising from implementing the mitzvah of Shemitah in a modern agricultural
framework, far removed from the nature and problems of ancient agriculture. However, the range
of solutions in our hands today is also large and wide and there is no doubt that this test can and
should be met... In the past the mitzvah of Shemitah seemed like a great existential problem,
while today, at most, it can be seen as a major economic problem.

Precisely because this mitzvah, the mitzvah of Shemitah, places before the nation, as it always
has, a requirement for a lofty degree of faith, the Torah establishes that more than any other
mitzvah, the dwelling of the people of Israel in the Land of Israel depends on the observance of
the Shemitah. The logic is that this mitzvah, more than anything else, is a test of the people’s
faith in G-d, and therefore this mitzvah is a central touchstone for the right of the people of Israel
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to inherit the land and become established therein, as befits the mitzvah which is the pinnacle of
G-d’s expectations of man....

What is the point and benefit of the commandment of Shemitah when only a small minority is
engaged in agriculture? Why should such a heavy burden be placed on the shoulders of this
minority...?

And the sacrifices necessary for the observance of the commandment of the Shemitah lead to a
tightening of our grip on our ancestral inheritance... Shemitah stamps in the heart of the Jew the
belief that although he must invest and work for his livelihood with all his might, in the end, the
crop of his land will be a gift from G-d. Without such faith it is difficult to obey such a difficult
mitzvah. For only if a person believes that the blessing of the six years depends not on his
strength and the power of his hand but on G-d’s blessing, understands that every year the harvest
is completely a gift of G-d, and if G-d forbade benefits from the produce for one year, this is not
a demand that man relinquish something valuable that belongs to him, rather it is a contraction of
the great gift of G-d to six of seven years.

18. Gerald Blidstein, “Man and Nature in the Sabbatical Year,” Tradition 9:4 (1966), 48-55,

at pp. 50-51

[T]his conflict between the radical demands of shevi it, on the one hand, and the social reality it
seeks to undermine, on the other, is a paradigm of the history of the institution. Ironically, the
more potent its observance became, the less were its chances of survival. We have here more
than the common-place struggle between a radical religious demand and an unconsenting world.
Rather we have here an institution that in its essence contests the legitimacy of that world, and
threatens to become not merely the symbolic repudiation of its normal social and economic
patters, but its real menace and ultimately its victor.

The potency of shevi it has been its historical doom... [I]n the course of history this idyll was
held to be shattered... [T]he more effective shevi it became — or was judged to have become —
the harder the world fought back. “R. Judah the Prince wished to abolish shemittah” (Y. Demai
3.1). This is the dynamic of the centuries-old struggle between those who would maintain the
shemittah and those who would not.

19. R. Aharon Lichtenstein, “Thoughts About Shemittah,” in Leaves of Faith 11: The World
of Jewish Living, 179-185

The simple fact is that the shemittah year of 5733 constitutes a halakhic tragedy. It is not pleasant
to hear this — and even less pleasant to say it — but it is the cold, bitter truth, and there is no
escaping it except through deception...

The experience of conflict and contradiction constitutes the focus of the tragic view. Ruin and
loss — the popular sense of tragedy — are no more than the outcome of a process accompanied
throughout by a tragic undercurrent: a torn, divided life in which the individual is influenced by a
variety of factors and simultaneously has to face conflicting demands... [T]he immediate daily
life [the tragic poet] deals with is characterized by conflict...

[T]he purpose and intent of the mizvot related to shemittah... [T]he “Sabbath of the land” instills
an awareness of God’s absolute and exclusive ownership of the land and His authority over it...
[I]t liberates farmers from the drudgery of everyday chores in order to afford them time for the
contemplation of eternal issues... Third, it has a clear democratic strain; it provides equality for
great and small...

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 prohibition of work off
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the agenda for nearly everyone. For most people, the situation is relatively convenient and also
straightforward — they need not circumvent or distort the prohibitions; they are simply lucky
enough not to confront them.

However, as regards the prohibitions pertaining to consumption and the obligation to treat the
produce of the shemittah year as kedushabh, the situation is considerably more serious. What
options are available to people who are anxious to observe the kedushah of shemittah with
careful attention to all the details? They can relay 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...

Those who do not wish to rely on this heter have the option of going to the trouble of importing
produce from abroad... [T]hey may purchase produce from fields cultivated by Arabs. But what
of this running to a lone fruit-and-vegetable seller in order to pay exorbitant prices for produce
gown by non-Jews, when the people doing so are annoyed by the bother of the trip and the
expense, on the one hand, and half-proud of themselves for their great righteousness, on the
other? What has this to do with the biblical rule that “you may eat whatever the land produces
during its sabbath”? Is there any recognizable connection between this (perhaps overweening)
pride and the feeling of man’s subservience and the Creator’s supremacy that lies at the heart of
the mizvah of shemittah, and is engendered by performing it? Among those who are
punctilious... how many of them accept and live the shemittah year in simple joy, as opposed to
the many who are waiting, with all but bated breath, for it to end?

| do not want to give the wrong impression; | am not criticizing those who rely on the heter of
selling the land... On the other hand, I am not suggesting, God forbid, that we should ignore our
halakhic obligations, however unpalatable they may seem to us... I insist on only one thing: that
we should recognize the reality — and lament it.

The reality is that there is no practical solution that can quiet our conscience... While it is
entirely possible to accept the heter, how can anyone embrace it?... That is the root of the
halakhic tragedy. We are forced to choose between two values — the ideal that “the land shall
have a sabbath of complete rest” (Vayikra 25:4), and the economic requirements of the state,
whose existence also constitutes, to a great extent, a moral and pragmatic value. We are forced to
sacrifice one for the other, but we mourn, with a divided heart, the very need to decide...

Liberals often cite the establishment of the institution of the prozbul as an example of the
Halakhah’s ability to adapt to new circumstances. Every other day they point out Hillel’s
dynamic flexibility, as opposed to the supposedly fossilized conservatism of later poskim. But
truth will out. Anyone who considers the prozbul a victory worthy of celebration does not begin
to understand Hillel’s thinking. Do you think he was happy to circumvent a mizbah, even though
he had all the authority int eh world to do so? Did he not approach his task with a broken,
despairing heart?... What price would Hillel not have been willing to pay in order to avoid being
confronted by this cruel dilemma? He certainly did not celebrate this decision as a victory...

This I sour situation today, with respect to the agricultural aspect of the shemittah. In a formal
sense, perhaps, all is well; but we are not fulfilling the mizvah 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. | do not see any way to improve the situation
int eh foreseeable future. But at least, let us feel the pain of it, as Hillel did in his day... Since we
have no choice, we will make use of all the heteirim and other means of circumvention... 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.
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