Lessons of the Land

Parasha Behar-Bechukosai
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25 ! God spoke to Moses at Mount Sinai,” telling him to ? speak to the Israel-

ites and say to them:

When you come to the land that I am giving you, the land must be givena
rest period, a sabbath to God. * For six years you may plant your fields, prune
your vineyards, and harvest your crops, ! but the seventh year is a sabbath of
sabbaths for the land.* It is God’s sabbath during which you may not plant
your fields, nor prune your vineyards. * Do not harvest crops that grow on
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L 9 73 — On Mount Sinai. Rashi_quotes Toras Kohanim, asking why

Mount Sinai is mentioned specifically in connection with the mitzvah of the _
‘,Q mriy 3o pFP

Sabbatical Year, Shemittah. The reply, given by R’ Akiva, is that Shemittah is
uwsed here to symbolize all the other mitzvos. Just as the details of Shemittah, in
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addition to its broad outlines, were given to Moses at Mount Sinai, 5o were those 172593 TR0 nava vRw ows 71 ok AT Naw v .3 )

pf all other mitzvos. Rashi adds that Shemittah is unigue in that it is not 'lnl? om T MR XN ihikh] oY OTTYENT DX 7D MW AT l’n =

reviewed with the other mitzvos in the Book of Deuteronomy, which was
revealed to Moses on the plains of Moab. Thus, although one might suspect
some of the other mitzvos of having been partially presented on the plains of
Moab, that could not be said about Shemittah, which must have been
completely presented at Mount Sinai. This then is the point of reference chosen
in our sidrah, to teach that the other mitzvos were also completely presented at
Mount Sinai, despite their subsequent review on the plains of Moab.
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[7] Exile comes upon the world on account of idolatrous
worship, incest and adultery, bloodshed, and [the failure to ob-
serve] the sabbatical year of the soil.

5 If sh’mittah, the sev-

enth, Sabbatical year of the land, is not faithfully observed, exile comes. Thls
is quite clear from Scripture’s words about bitter exile as a possible punish-

ment, during which “the land shall enjoy its sabbaths [seventh years of rest] .

Rodbesy

long as it lies desolate and you are i i Hence, if the Israelites worked
their farms through enough seventh years, they would be removed to let the

the land will rest and enjoy its sabbaths.”3™

land rest for at least a period equal to the si’mittah vears that were violated.

As Ramban (to Leviticus 26:16) notes, this is borne out by Scripture itself,
which tells that the foe “took into exile to Babylon those who had escaped
from the sword . . . to fulfill the word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah,

d had enjoyed its sabbaths [sabbati
¥ it lay desolate it kept sabbath [lay fallow

But is sh’mittah really as serious and important as—idol-worship, im-
morality, and bloodshed, to warrant the same severe consequences?
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n addition to the prohibition of ona’as mamon, cheating one’s

fellow man monetarily by overcharging or underpaying, the Torah

also prohibits various forms of ona’as devarim, verbal deceit. Ona’as

devarim takes many forms: inviting someone for a meal knowing.

that he will be out-of-town on that day; inquiring about the price of

merchandise when one has no intention of buying, but only wishes
to compare it to the price of an item already purchased; reminding a

ba’al teshuvah of his previous sins; telling a person who is suffering

misfortune that he is being punished for his sins.
Y Selod Gras

“The Lord spoke to Moses at Mount Sinai, saying” (Lev. 25:1).
On the relationship of [this chapter concerning] sabbatical and
jubilee years to Mount Sinai:

The Midrash says that the verse “Bless the Lord, O His an-

gels, powerful her i 4 103:20) refers to
those who observe the sabbatical year. The rabbis also taught
that when Israel said “we shall do” before “we shall listen,”
the blessed Holy One said: “Who revealed to My children that
secret used by the ministering angels?”
When the children of Israel received the Torah, they were
_Prepared to become like the angels above. After all lower crea-
tures are also God's emissaries; all of us were created for God’s
glory. The difference is that the angel has nothing else, only
the bearing of that message. His whole being is called mal’akp
[which means both “angel and “messenger”] because of that
message. His existence is in fact negated before God, since he
is sustained by the light of divine presence, just as the right.
eous will be in the future.
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In the first two cases of ona’as devarim, the element of deceit is

relatively clearcut. By inviting someone knowing they cannot accept,
Qne creates a sense of reciprocal obligation on their part, Similarly,

posing as a would-be customer causes the merchant to waste his time

and effort in anticipation of a would-he sale.

16
When the children of Israel received the Torah, the e

ready for this as well. That is why they were sustained by
manna, “the food that the angels eat.” In fact, “By the sweat of
your brow shall you eat food” (Gen. 3:19) is a curse that fol-
lowed sin; before that all Adam ate was from the Garden of

Eden. This is what Israel were ready for at Mount Sinai. Of
this, Scripture says: “I said: ‘You are gods’” (Ps. 82:6).
—9 But even after they sinned [by worshipping the Golden Calf],

" there remain for Israel times when this former power is awak-

ened. This is true of the Sabbath, when they set asj er
tasks and are prepared only to serve their blessed God. That is
why the th food is considered holy. In the times when
there were sabbaticals and jubilees, the whole year was Sab-
bath-time, as they took no part in planting or harvesting. . ..
I+ During sabbaticals and jubilees, as on Sabbaths, Israel enjoy
some of their former enlightenment, from before the sin. That
is why they rest at these times, to return to their former rung
that they had attained at Mount Sinaj. This is the true free-
jubi ich it says: “. . . you shall return each
” [Lev. 25:10), meaning that they

hi . (1
should be attached to thejr root. 3§
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That is why those who observe the sabbatical year are called
God's “ministering angels who do His word”—they have only
this task to perform, and they abstain from worldly matters.
just like the angels. That, too, is why their food comes t0
them in miraculous ways, as is taught in the verse: “But if you
say, “What will we eat in the seventh year? . .."”” (Lev. 25:20). It
was God's intent that they not raise this question at all, and
then they would have been fed miraculously. But because of
the question, the food had to come about by blessing [of abun-

dance, rather than by pure miracle]. . . .
3:195f.

B Heysh Hanlhy R. Slowmick
There are two objectives which moral man pursues. Man is,
quite often, a captive of two enchanting visions, summoning
him to move in opposite directions. He is attracted by opposing
norms, by two sets of values; two stars infinitely distant from
each other beckon to him. Man must decide which alternative
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to take, which route to choosq, which star to follow.
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The basic dialectic of man and his morality was beautifully
:aptured in two midrashic homilies quoted by Rashi. In his com-
ment to the verse YROTING (D IBY DTN DR R 0™,
— “And God created man dust of the earth,”® Rashi says:

QR
God gathered the dust [from which man was fashioned] from the
entire earth — from its four corners.

LY

First, man is cosmic through his intellectual involvement. His
intellectual curiosity is of cosmic, universal dimensions. He wants
to know, not only about the things that are close to him as, for
example, the flowering bush in his backyard, but aiso about

things far removed from_hi i illio ight
years away.

?%ch, man is cosmic through his experiential involvement;

man js cosmos-oriented not only intellectually, but emotionally

as well. He loves the cosmos. He, in person, wants 1o be every- -

where. Man is_questing, n

also to experi [ nt J
by the monotony and the routine of familiar surroundings. He

is out to “see the world.” Man is not satisfied sending up un-

manned vehicles to gather scientific data. He is eager to do it

himself *

1} . ags . -

™Third, man is cosmic through his mobility. Man is a mo.b:le
being. He can casily detach himscif from native surroundings
and adapt himself to new environs. His adaptability to new con-

_ ditions transcends that of the plant and the animal

%\?  The verse

i nomy: 5 DD K2Y TR PP DA 13° contains a
lrll‘\:::l}tt::lioqugﬂon?‘lz?s ;an like the tree ?f the field?” Is tl_\c
tree as mobile as man? Certainly not! Man’s greatness and dis-
linctiveness find_expression in his ceaseless mobility. The trec
is inseparable from the soil. Man can, and does, move away

from home.

Moamnn ph Yanb onsn

He loak_ the dust [from which man was made] from that spot which
was designated by the Almighty, at the very dawn of creation, as the
future site of the altar, As it is written: “An altar of earth thou shalt
make unto me."”

2%

Man was created of cosmic dust. Ged gathered the dust, of
which man was fashioned, from all parts of the earth, indeed,
from all the uncharted lanes of creation. Man belongs every-

where. He is no stranger to any part of the universe. The native
son of the sleepy little town is, at the same time, a son of parts

distant and unknown. In short, man is a cosmic being,

£
; Let us examine the other interpretation of the verse in Gene-

.. sis: man was created from the dust of a single spot. Man is com-

mitted to one locus. The Creator assigned him a single spot he

calls home. Man is not cosmic; he is here-minded. He is a rooted

being. not cosmopolitan but provincial, a villager who belongs
to the soil that fed him as a child : i
which he was born.

3°'gdan is rooted in his n%ny.  When torn

away he becomes 'y y3, another Cain, a restless vagabond,
a dislocated being. Homelessness, uprootedness is a curse. Man
_Quests for nYn3,  for the origin. Because of this origin-con-

sciousness, he is curious t

which sustains his selfhood.]
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The man is indeed like the tree in the field. In this context, the
verse should be interpreted as an affirmative statement,' not a
rhetorical question. Man is indeed a rooted being, attached and
committed to a homestead — no matter_how far he may have
traveled.

»




oth cosmos-conscious man and origin-conscious man quest

for God, although they are not always aware of this quest. Man
yearns for God, both in his feverish haste to get farther and

farther from home, and in his lonesomeness for home and his

experiencing the spell that home casts upon him._Cosmic man

finds God (if ready for Him) in the vastness and boundlessness

_of the cosmic drama, in the heavenly galaxies billions of light
years away. Home-bound, origin-minded man finds God in the

limi d_narrowness of finitude, in the smallness of the

modest home into which man was born and to which_he wiily-

nilly returns. He discovers God in_the origin, in the source, in

the center of the burning bush.”

33,* The moral gesture of cosmic_man
aims at majesty or kingship. The highest moral achievement for
cosmic man is sovereignly; man wants to be king. God is king
of the world; man, imitating God, quests for kingship, not only
over a limited domain, but over the far and distant regions of
the cosmos, as well.' Man is summoned by God 1o be ruler, to

. S
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{ Man must not always be victor. From time to time triumph

should turn into defeat. Man, in Judaism, was created for both
victory and for defeat — he is both king and saint. He must know
how to fight for victory and also how to suffer defeat. Modern
man is frustrated and perplexed because he cannot take defeat,
He is simply incapable of retreating humbly.'

3+
. In what areas of human endeavor does Judaism recommend
self-defeat? Seif-defeat is demanded in_those areas in which man
is most interested, where the individual expects to find the sum-
mum bonum, the realization of his most cherished dream or
vision, where, in the opinion of pragmatic man, it is absolutely
necessary for the individual to win, since losing the battle would
mean total failure and frustration. It is precisely in those areas
that God requires man to withdraw. God te i \\4
__from whatever man desires the most. It i £
nation, i i

the nation, as well as of plain ordinary peaple.

hat was the most precious possession of Abraham; with
what was he concerned the most? Tsaac, ecause the son meant
swmwrwe son
away;

PASY AR PIAR WwR TR 93 0K K np
“Take your son, your only son, whom you love — Isaac.™?

- In a word, withdrawal is required, in all areas of human
experience and endeavor; whatever is most significant, whatever
atiracts man the most, must be given up.

Las _ _ ]

What happens after man makes this movement of recoil and
retreats? God may instruct him to resume his march to victory
and move onward in conquest and triumph. The movement of
recoil redeems the forward-movement, and the readiness to ac-
cept defeat purges the uncontrollable lust for victory. Once man
has listened and retreated, he may later be instructed to march
straight to victory.

Abraham was told to withdraw, and to defeat himself, by giving
Isaac away, He listened; God accepted lsaac, but did not retain
him. God returned him to Abraham:

TANN WP DR TP T
And thy seed shall take possession of his enemies' gate.3®

Abraham found victory in retreat !\‘ :

withdraw. |

3Y

I Judaism, however, knows that the kingship-victory morality
is not always adequate. We said before that man mects God,
not only in moments of joy and triumph, but aiso in times of
disaster and distress, when God confronts him in the narrow
straits of finitude — g 10; opoyon — from out of the
depths. Then he €ncounters, not majestas Dei but humilitas Dei,
God’s glory compressed into the straits of the human finite des-
tiny. It is self-evid ility- i ess
itself in_another set of cthical value judgments, in a unique
morality. We do have two moralities, one of victory and triumph,

one of withdrawal and rg:rca& |

35
[He created the world by engaging in a movement of recoil, For

the sake of His love for man and for the world, God forsook
infinity and stepped aside, 913va3,

ﬁ..ct me ask the following question: Is this Lurianic doctrine of
Dwpy  just a Kabbalistic mystery, without any moral relevance
for us; or is it the very foundation of our morality? If God with-

_drew, and creation is a result of His withdrawal, then, guided
by the principle of imitatio Del, we are called upon {0 do ihe

same. Jewish ethics, then, requires man, in certain situations, to
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