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Evening Out the Playing Field:
Yovel and Beyond

|. The Unique Laws of Yovel
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You shall count off seven cycles of sabbatical years—seven times seven years—the years of the
seven cycles of sabbatical years shall be for you forty-nine years.
And you shall sound a broken blast of the shofar; in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the
month—the Day of Atonement—you shall sound the shofar throughout your land
And you shall hallow the fiftieth year and proclaim liberty throughout the land for all its
inhabitants; it shall be a jubilee year for you, you shall return each man to his ancestral heritage
and you shall return each man to his family.
It shall be a jubilee year for you-the fiftieth year- you shall not sow; you shall not reap the
aftergrowth or harvest the what was set aside of it for yourself.
For it is a jubilee year, it shall be holy to you: you may only eat the growth direct from the field.
In this year of jubilee, you shall return each man to his ancestral heritage.

Il. An Equalizing Year: n'aw'~72% yaxa 2NT DNXRO{7I
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And you shall count for yourselves from the morrow after the day of rest, from the day when
you bring the sheaf of the waving; seven weeks, they shall be complete;
Until the morrow after the seventh week shall you count fifty days; and you shall offer a new
meal-offering to Hashem.
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B. The Return of Land: Equal Economic Opportunity
The complex laws concerning the leasing and the returning of land include:
e Land may not be sold in perpetuity: Unspecified sale=lease based on Yovel Cycle-up to
50 years
e Land sold for a specific number of years is excluded from the laws of Yovel
e After two years following the lease, opportunity for the land’s redemption must kick in
e The original owner must provide compensation for the land’s improvement upon the
return of the land.

C. The Exception:nnin My 'na
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If any party sells a dwelling house in a walled city, it may be redeemed until a year has elapsed
since its sale; the redemption period shall be a year.

If it is not redeemed before a full year has elapsed, the house in the walled city shall pass to the
purchaser beyond reclaim throughout the ages; it shall not be released in the jubilee.

e Land sold in walled city-redeemable up to one year
e After a year-saleis final
e Nndn wn: Exception based on the specific role of walled cities...lessons for our day

D. The Freeing of Indentured Servants: Equal Economic Opportunity

Il. Was Yovel ever observed? Examining the evidence....
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e The Talmud maintains that 17 Yovel years were observed before the destruction of the
First Temple; Rashi explains the computation 480-40=440+410=850...17 ni7ar
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The Talmud seems to indicate the Yovel was observed, noting the difference between the first such
event and those following. Rashi explains...
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For the seller shall not return to what he sold so long as they remain among the living, for the

vision concerns all her multitude, it shall not be revoked and because of his guilt, no man shall
hold fast to his life.
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Radak explains a difficult passage in Yechezkhel as referring to Yovel

[1l. The Sources on NKAIN
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V. Four Categories of nN1IX-One Unifying Feature: Taking Advantage of Another’s

Weakness

P w NP

Ona’at Mamon: Financial Oppression
Ona’at Devarim: Verbal Oppression
Ona’at Ha’Ger: Oppression of a “stranger”
Ona’at Ha’Eved: Oppression of a slave

V. Ona’at Devarim
Practical examples of this prohibition, mentioned in the Talmud, include:

Disparaging the background of a penitent

Misleading a prospective customer about the nature of a specific merchant’s business
(in order to embarrass the merchant or the buyer)

Inquiring about the price of a specific object without any intention to buy

Soliciting technical advice from someone who you know lacks the necessary knowledge
or expertise.

Suggesting to someone that his suffering is due to his own evil deeds.
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VI. The Ger and the Eved: Society’s Uniquely Vulnerable:Tay ,awin 1 ,pTx 12

1V12

Adding responsibility upon responsibility
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Look who's Talking....
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VII. Financial Oppression: [Inn NXIX Deceptive Pricing in Buying and Selling
While the Tannaim, Amoraim and later authorities debate the exact parameters of Ona’at
Mamon, the majority of halachists codify the basic laws as follows:

e If the difference between the price paid and the actual market value of the item is less
than 1/6, the sale is final and no recourse exists.

e If the difference between the price paid and the actual market value of the item is
exactly 1/6, the over/undercharged amount is returned to the victim.

e [f the difference between the price paid and the actual market value of the item exceeds
1/6, the sale can be invalidated.

e Dependent on the case, the computation of the Ona’a amount is based either on 1/6 of
the actual value of the item or 1/6 of the money paid.

e The time period during which the buyer can reclaim his overpayment or invalidate the
sale is not open-ended, but lasts until the time necessary to show the item to an expert
merchant or a family member.

e The time period during which a seller can reclaim underpayment, however, depends on
the item. If the item is common and its actual price can be easily determined, the time
period during which the seller can demand payment lasts until the time necessary to
make such determination. If, however, the object is unique and comparisons with
similar items cannot be easily made, the seller’s time period remains open-ended.

e The laws of Ona’a are not dependent on intent. Even if the ‘deceit’ is inadvertent the
rules of repayment apply.

e The laws of Ona’a only apply to cases where the injured party is consciously or
inadvertently misled by the other due to his own lack of knowledge. If, however, both
parties enter into the deal with a full awareness of the facts and are willing to accept
either the overcharge or underpayment involved, there is no Ona’a in the transaction
and the deal is final.

e Certain transactions, including the purchase of real estate, are exempt from the laws of
Ona’at Mamon.

e The market value of commodities is determined through the factoring of a wide array of
variables including overhead, geographic location, personal service offered, etc.
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V. Summary

Across a wide breadth of life experience, the uniform laws of Ona’a remind us that oppression
can take many forms. From the halls of commerce to the treatment of converts; from the
commodity trading floors to the marketplace of ideas; the Torah uses consistent terminology to
carry God’s demand for ethical behavior across all walks of life and to make one point
abundantly clear: The weak will always be protected through the full force of Jewish law.



