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The Sabbatical Year

“When you shall come into the land that I will give you, the land shall (be allowed to) observe a Sabbath rest for G-d. For six years you may sow your field…But on the seventh year there shall be a complete rest for the land…I will dictate My blessing for you in the sixth year and it will yield a crop sufficient for the three years” (Lev. 25: 2-3, 21).

T

his week’s parshas commence with the mitzvah to leave the field fallow every seventh year as a Sabbath for G-d. In order to dispel any worries the farmer might have concerning his sustenance in the interim, G-d promises that the yield of the sixth year will be a blessed one, sufficient to supply his needs throughout the break.

Some write that the rationale for this mitzvah is agricultural. Periodically allowing the field to remain uncultivated will give the ground a chance to replenish its nutrients and provide better crops in the future.

Although agriculturally this is in fact true, it would be unreasonable to explain the mitzvah in this context. For if this was the rationale, why is the resting called, “for G-d,” if the resting is really for the benefit of the land? Furthermore, the Torah says (1) that there is a punishment for not observing the sabbatical resting period, namely, exile from Israel. If the whole point is just to enrich the quality of the field, then there should just be the natural consequences of a poor yield, not exile from the land.

Rather, the reason for this mitzvah is to instill in us trust in G-d (2). Upon exiting the wilderness, and the miraculous way of life they experienced there, the Jews settling in the land of Israel returned to the natural ways of life necessitating physical labor and providing for their own means. Certainly, G-d would assist them to become successful in their endeavors.

With prosperity, however, came the concern that they might imagine the source of their accomplishments to be their own doing. Perhaps the newly settled immigrants would be aroused to the illusion that the land was truly their own without accountability to G-d.

Therefore, G-d instructed them, and us their descendants ever after, to rest from the field every seventh year, unlike the standard practice of leaving the field fallow every three or four years. Although one might worry that working his field six straight years will weaken it, G-d promises abundant harvests. The sixth, and final year of the cycle, which ought to be the worst, will have a special blessing to provide sufficient produce to last until the new crop is harvested during the eighth year. 

The “Sabbath rest for G-d” on the seventh year, in conjunction with the miracles of the other six, will serve to remind us that the true source of our success is G-d and that we must rely on Him at all times. We can also understand why ignoring this important lesson might be a catalyst for our expulsion from the land.

-----------------------------

(1) Lev. 26:34-35. (2) Rabbi Shlomo Lunshitz (d. 1619) in his commentary, Kli Yakar.
Long live the Jews

“But despite all this, while they will be in the land of their enemies I will not have been revolted by them, nor will I have rejected them to obliterate them, to annul My covenant with them. For I am G-d, their L-rd” (Lev. 26:44).

T

he Talmud relates that after the destruction of the Second Temple, Rabbi Akiva was once walking together with several other leading rabbis near the Temple mount, whereupon they saw a fox exiting the former site of the Holy of Holies. The other rabbis began to cry, while Rabbi Akiva proceeded to rejoice.

When the rabbis asked why he was delighted to see a fox walking on the razed Temple mount, Rabbi Akiva questioned back why they seemed to be distraught. 

The bewildered rabbis responded, “Foxes roam in a place where no person is permitted to traverse and we shouldn’t cry?”

To this R’ Akiva replied, “It is precisely because of the Temple’s present predicament for which I am cheerful. The prophets predicted the utter destruction of the Temple and its final restoration. However, until I had witnessed, as I just did, the complete desolation of the Temple grounds, I was concerned the time for its rebuilding would be ever delayed. Now, though, I can revel, confident that Moshiach (Messiah) is forthcoming.” 

R’ Akiva had the uncanny ability to see the good in even the most desperate situations. What positive view can we have of our harsh and bitter exile?

R’ Meir Simchah, of Dvinsk, Latvia, used a penetrating historical observation to explain our lengthy sojourn. In light of our national experiences over the past hundred years, his thesis, written well before WWII (he passed away in 1926), nears on prophecy.

When Jews throughout the ages would find themselves in new surroundings, be it Babylonia, Spain, Germany, Eastern Europe or elsewhere, they would seek to re-establish the centers of Jewish life they were forced to leave behind.

From modest beginnings, the institutions they established would produce students attaining high levels of Torah scholarship. Over the course of time, the later generations would feel they could not eclipse the accomplishments of their predecessors. 

It is human nature, however, to seek ways to make a name for oneself, outdoing the previous generations in some area. Considering themselves inadequate to achieve this in Torah studies, they would pursue their goal in other, non-Jewish, circles. Eventually this would lead to assimilation, endangering the Jewishness of the nation.

Occasionally, the only way to preserve Israel as a people at such times is to uproot them from their complacency into a new exile, where they would start the cycle anew.

“But despite all this, while they will be in the land of their enemies I will not have been revolted by them, nor will I have rejected them to obliterate them, to annul My covenant with them.” Revolted by us, G-d will reject us. Not, however, to the extent that He will obliterate us, as He has done to the Babylonians, Greeks and Romans. “For I am G-d, their L-rd.” 

From its near extinction after the war, the explosive resurgence of Torah life throughout the world is highly encouraging. May we all continue to grow in dedication to G-d and His Torah, ushering in the era of Moshiach speedily, in our days!

Written by: Rabbi Shlomo Rosenberg

To receive this publication at your email address, email to: subscribe@denverkollel.org

For more information about the Kollel, please call 303-820-2855
