JEWISH NATURE

Shemita—The Sabbatical Year
Hebrew/English Source Sheet

This material was prepared by Rabbi Yonatan Neril and Evonne Marzouk of Canfei Nesharim, as part of the Jewcology project.
Translations from Judaica Press unless otherwise noted
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1. Hidden Light
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Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Chagigah, p. 12a, Translation by Soncino Press

But was the light created on the first day? For, behold, it is written: “And God set them in the

firmament of the heaven” (Genesis 1:17), and it is [further] written: “And there was evening and there was
morning a fourth day” (Genesis 1:19) — This is [to be explained] according to R’ Eleazar. For R’ Eleazar said:
The light which the Holy One, blessed be He, created on the first day, one could see thereby from one end of the
world to the other; but as soon as the Holy One, blessed be He, beheld the generation of the Flood and the
generation of the Dispersion, and saw that their actions were corrupt, He arose and hid it from them, for it is
said: “But from the wicked their light is withholden” (Job 38:15). And for whom did he reserve it? For the
righteous in the time to come, for it is said: “And God saw the light, that it was good” (Genesis 1:4); and ‘good’
means only the righteous, for it is said: “Say of the righteous that he is good” (Isaiah 3:10). As soon as He saw
the light that He had reserved for the righteous, He rejoiced, for it is said: “He rejoices at the light of the
righteous” (Proverbs 8:9).

The Gaon of Vilna, Aderet Eliyahu, Bereshit Aleph, al derekh ha’remez, p. 37 old editions. Translation by
Rabbi Avraham Sutton

The light that was created on the first day was the light with which Adam saw from one

end of the creation to the other. This original light is the light of consciousness (ohr

ha’sekhel), the light which illumines the mind. It is through this that Adam perceived

and grasped the entirety of the universe.
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The Bahir. Attributed to Rabbi Nehunia ben Hakaneh. Translated by R’ Aryeh Kaplan. York Beach, ME:
Red Wheel/Weiser, 1979, Section 160, page 58

Rabbi Berachiah sat and expounded: Each day we speak of the World to Come. Do we then understand what we
are saying? In Aramaic, the "World to Come" is translated "the world that came." And what is the meaning of
"the world that came"? We learned that before the world was created, it arose in thought to create an intense
light to illuminate it. He created an intense light over which no created thing could have authority. The Blessed
Holy One saw, however, that the world could not endure [this light]. He therefore took a seventh of it and left it
in its place for them. The rest He put away for the righteous in the Ultimate Future. He said, "If they are worthy
of this seventh and keep it, I will give them [the rest] in the Final World." It is therefore called "the world that
came," since it already came [into existence] from the six days of creation. Regarding this it is written (Psalm
31:20), "How great is Your good that You have hidden away for those who fear You.""

Questions:
1. How do you understand this idea of hidden light intended for the righteous?
2. Have you ever experienced a moment of recognizing this light?
3. How does this light relate to Shabbat and Shemita?
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2. The Shemita Commandments in the Torah

Exodus 23:10-11

10. Six years you may sow your land and gather in its produce. 11. But in the seventh [year] you shall release it
and abandon it; the poor of your people shall eat [it], and what they leave over, the beasts of the field shall eat.
So shall you do to your vineyard [and] to your olive tree[s].
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Rashi to Exodus 23:11

you shall release it: from work.

and abandon it: from eating it after the time of the removal (see Mechilta). Another interpretation:

you shall release it: from real work, such as plowing and sowing,

and abandon it: from fertilizing and hoeing.

and what they leave over, the beasts of the field shall eat: [This is written in order] to liken the food of the poor
to the food of the beast. Just as the beast eats without tithing, so do the poor eat without tithing. From here [we
derive] that there are no tithes in the seventh year. -[From Mechilta]

So shall you do to your vineyard: And the beginning of the verse is speaking of a grain field, as is stated above
[verse 10]: “You may sow your land.”
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Leviticus 25:1-7

1. And the Lord spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai, saying, 2. Speak to the children of Israel and you shall say to
them: When you come to the land that I am giving you, the land shall rest a Sabbath to the Lord. 3. You may
sow your field for six years, and for six years you may prune your vineyard, and gather in its produce, 4. But in
the seventh year, the land shall have a complete rest a Sabbath to the Lord; you shall not sow your field, nor
shall you prune your vineyard. 5. You shall not reap the aftergrowth of your harvest, and you shall not pick the
grapes you had set aside [for yourself], [for] it shall be a year of rest for the land. 6. And [the produce of] the
Sabbath of the land shall be yours to eat for you, for your male and female slaves, and for your hired worker and
resident who live with you, 7. And all of its produce may be eaten [also] by your domestic animals and by the
beasts that are in your land.

719 PRD RO 'R
21012 1IXPN NWIA NOIAWA WY L NO1RWDY YA 7w WR TV 1001 DWW nxpn - o0awn whw

Rashi to Leviticus 25:21

Jor three years for part of the sixth year from Nissan [when the crop is reaped] until Rosh Hashanah, for the
[entire] seventh [Shemittah] year, and for the eighth [year, namely,] for they will sow [a new crop] in
Marcheshvan of the eighth year and reap [this new crop] in Nissan [while still eating of the sixth year’s crop].

Questions:
1. What specific rules are given regarding the Sabbatical Year?
2. What affect would these rules have on society and its hierarchies?
3. What does it mean for land to rest?

3. Making the Land Ownerless
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Rashi to Leviticus 25:5

the aftergrowth of your harvest: although you did not sow it, but it grew by itself from seeds that
[inadvertently] had dropped on [the ground] at the time of harvesting. This is called 1°99 [safiach].

You shall not reap: to keep it like a regular harvest, but it must be rendered ownerless, [and available] for
everyone [to take at will]. — [Be’er Basadeh]
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Rashi to Leviticus 25:5
And [the produce of] the Sabbath of the land, shall be [yours to eat]: Although I have prohibited the produce



[of the Shemittah year] to you, I did not prohibit you to eat it or to derive benefit from it, only that you should
not treat it as if you were its owner. Rather, everyone is deemed equal [regarding the use of the Shemittah year’s
produce]-you, [your slaves,] and your hired worker and resident.

Questions:
1. According to these sources, what does it mean for the land to be ownerless?
2. What is the difference between ownership and value?
3. How does Shemita help us distinguish between these two ideas?

4. Living Securely on the Land
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Leviticus 25:18-21

18. You shall perform My statutes, keep My ordinances and perform them then you will live on the land
securely. 19. And the land will then yield its fruit and you will eat to satiety, and live upon it securely. 20. And if
you should say, "What will we eat in the seventh year? We will not sow, and we will not gather in our produce!"
21. [Know then, that] I will command My blessing for you in the sixth year, and it will yield produce for three
years.
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Rashi to Leviticus 25:18

Then you will live on the land securely because it is through the transgression of [the laws of] Shemittah that
the Israelites are exiled [from their land], as the verse says, “Then, the land will appease its Sabbaths. [All the
days of desolation while you are in the land of your enemies -] the land will rest and appease its Sabbaths” (Lev.
26:34). And the seventy years of the Babylonian exile [when the land remained forcibly at rest], corresponded
to the seventy years of Shemittah not observed by Israel, [and thus came to rectify and “appease” them]. [see
Rashi Lev. 26:25 where the calculation is explained; Shab. 33a; and see II Chron. 36:21]
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Leviticus 26:33-5

33. And I will scatter you among the nations, and I will unsheathe the sword after you. Your land will be
desolate, and your cities will be laid waste. 34. Then, the land will be appeased regarding its sabbaticals. During
all the days that it remains desolate while you are in the land of your enemies, the Land will rest and thus
appease its sabbaticals. 35. It will rest during all the days that it remains desolate, whatever it had not rested on
your sabbaticals, when you lived upon it.

Questions:
1. According to these sources, what does it mean to live securely?
2. What do these sources teach us about the consequences of our actions?
3. How do these sources illuminate the relationship between good behavior and environmental outcomes?



5. Appeasing the Land
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Rashi to Leviticus 26:34

Then, the Land will be appeased: [This verb is in the reflexive form and the meaning is: Then, the Land will be
appeased, and in turn,] appease the anger of the Omnipresent, Who had been angry regarding the Land’s
Shemittah years (Mizrachi) [and thus appease [God regarding them].
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Rashi to Leviticus 26:34
and thus appease: [This verb is in the causative form, meaning: The Land will appease] the King regarding its
sabbaticals (Mizrachi).
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Rashi to Leviticus 26:35

whatever it had not rested on your sabbaticals: The seventy years of the Babylonian exile [i.e., between the
destruction of the first Temple and the building of the second,] corresponded to the seventy years of Shemittah
and Jubilee years that took place during the years that Israel angered the Omnipresent while in their Land, [a
total of] 430 years... And for these [unobserved sabbaticals], a full seventy years [of exile] were decreed. And
thus is it stated in (IT) Chron. (36: 21), “until the Land was appeased regarding its Sabbaths; [for all the days of
its desolation it rested,] until the completion of seventy years.”
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Deuteronomy 31:10-12

10. Then, Moses commanded them, saying, "At the end of [every] seven years, at an appointed time, in the
Festival of Succoth, [after] the year of release, 11. When all Israel comes to appear before the Lord, your God,
in the place He will choose you shall read this Torah before all Israel, in their ears. 12. Assemble the people: the
men, the women, and the children, and your stranger in your cities, in order that they hear, and in order that they
learn and fear the Lord, your God, and they will observe to do all the words of this Torah.

Questions
1. What is the relationship between Shemita, the land, and G-d? How do you think G-d is appeased by our
observance of Shemita?
2. How does appeasing the land affect our personal and communal success? What can this idea teach us
today?
3. Why is the end if the Shemita year the time to gather everyone together to hear the Torah?



6. To Let the Land Rest
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Rashi to Leviticus 25:2

a Sabbath to the Lord: For the sake of the Lord, just as is stated of the Sabbath of Creation (see Exod. 20:10)
[i.e., just as every seventh day is a holy Sabbath day, acclaiming that God Himself rested on the seventh day and
thus acclaiming that God is the Supreme Creator of all existence, likewise, man must rest from working the land
on the seventh year, for the sake of God, not for the sake of the land, so that it should gain fertility by lying
fallow for a year]. — [Sifthei Chachamim ; Torath Kohanim 25:7]
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Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, I11:39, p. 553, translation by Shlomo Pines, 1963
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 make the earth more fertile and stronger through letting it lie fallow.

Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, The Dignity of Difference: How to Avoid the Clash of Civilizations
Continuum: London, 2002, p. 167-8

The Israelites were therefore commanded to conserve the soil by giving it periodic fallow years and not pursue
short-term gain at the cost of long-term desolation.

Questions
1. According to these sources, what was the purpose of the Sabbatical Year?
2. What do you make of the apparent disagreement in our sources about the meaning of Shemita and the
purpose of its rest?
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