Rav Kook Introduction to Shaddut Ha'arers

#

project of integration. The main text of Shabbat Ha'arerz is a 120-
page halakhic argument in favor of the eter mekhira leniency
that permitted selling parts of the Land of Israel to non-Jews in
the shmita year so as to avoid observing many of the stringent
shmita laws. As well as arguing for the Aefer, however, Rav Kook
endeavored to educate about the importance of shmita. This
was the purpose of the non-halakhic introduction to Shabbat
Ha'arerz, translated here, which discusses the socioeconomic,

philosophical, and mystical significance of shmita.

The Argument of Shabbat Ha'aretz
The halakhic content of Shabbat Ha'aretz was bold and
innovative. Indeed, one of the book’s novel features was that it
was explicitly innovative. Rav Kook was not content to present
the heter mekhbira as a seamless evolution of Jewish law; unusually
for a halakhic innovator, he stressed that he was proposing
something new, arguing that the resettlement of the Land of
Israel was a sufficiently radical development to require novel
halakhic treatment:

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 afterward.... This is not

surprising; in the early generations, the need was not so

pressing.... Whenever there was no pressing need, the

| 36

o

Rav Kook and the Meaning of Shmit

sages did not want to publicize dispensations based on

legal fiction, following the maxim “It is the glory of the

Lord to conceal a matter” (Prov. 25:2).... In the early

days, when Jews lived primarily by 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; 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.”

Rav Kookalludes to the discretionwith which halakhicauthorities
usually introduce innovation (‘It is the glory of the Lord to
conceal a matter”). This approach would not do in the present
case, he argued. In the new situation—where the community
subsisted by commerce in agricultural produce, including for
export—it was imperative to introduce the dispensation of selling
the land, and to do so publicly, to demonstrate the halakhah’s
responsiveness to the changed reality.

Rav Kook addressed four basic issues in his argument for the
heter: (1) whether the sabbatical year is a rabbinic prohibition
(rather than a biblical prohibition) in contemporary times; (2)

34 Shkabbat Ha'aretz, 59-61.
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Talmud Bavli, Kiddushin 40b. “Learning is greater [than action] because
learning leads to action.” This is Rabbi Akiva’s opinion, cited in the talmudic
debate about whether study is greater than deeds. Through citing this source,
Rav Kook expresses the hope that the study of shmita will lead to its fuller
observance.

Shabbat Ha'arerz, Intrody

the Torah that speak precisely to the revival of the land:
learning about the special mitzvot of the land is becoming
more and more significant for all those of God’s people
who are focusing on what is happening in the land to
which God’s spirit has returned—where a special holiness
must be reflected and revealed by those who are living
here, above and beyond the demands that the rest of the
Torah makes on us wherever we are.

“Learning leads to action.”? Studying the halakhot

to gain clarity and breadth of understanding, writing
books, and expanding research all increase awareness and
love of the mitzvot connected to the land, which were
forgotten by most of the people for many centuries. The
divine light that suffuses every letter of every detail of the
Torah awakens in us a desire to carefully observe these
commandments in their entirety. Consciousness of their
justice and importance will grow as the study of the Torah
concerning them becomes greater and more magnificent.

Now the shmita year has arrived (according to the
reckoning that we have). Owing to the poor situation of
our settlements in the land, we will have to make do with
the temporary expedient that was endorsed some time
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Rav Kook refers here to the Aeter imekbira device of selling the land for the
duration of the shmita.

Hosea 2:17. Rav Kook quotes from the passage that likens Israel’s turn to
idolatry to a woman'’s adultery, which he has previously cited in his introduc-
tion. This verse describes the lovers’ reconciliation. In Hebrew, the phrase is
petal fikva, which was the name given to one of the first modern agricultural
settlements in Israel (founded in 1878) for similar reasons.

Ps. 118:23.

| 136 |

Shabbat

ago by the greatest authorities of the generation, who
understood deeply the situation of the new settlement in
our holy land.#* They had a penetrating sense of what it
could become in the future and knew not to belittle its
smallness because they understood that plowing these
first furrows on our land could be a “gateway of hope™*
for our people and portend the growth of a salvation that
“.ame from the Lord.”® They realized their historical
obligation to smooth the path of the new settlements
and, as much as possible, not to let the mitzvot that are
connected to the land be obstacles. God does not make
tyrannical and unreasonable demands of His creatures.
The circumstances that allow us to be lenient regarding
mitzvot pertaining to the whole community when there
is the likelihood of significant financial loss, or in a
temporary situation of acute need, are all compounded
in this case to an extent unparalleled in the annals of
legal questions that have arisen throughout our lengthy
exile. Despite the suspension of the mitzvah (of shmita)
that is entailed by this temporary edict, there are still

“aretz, Introd
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66. Jerusalem. See, e.g., Isa. 56:7.
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Shabbat Hu'aretz, Introduction

some halakhot pertaining to shmita that we are required
to observe. And those who are especially God-fearing,
whose holy love of the mitzvot connected to the land
that we have long yearned to observe is so great, are not
deterred by the trouble and loss they may incur through
fully observing shmita as it should be—and they shall be
blessed!

In addition, learning itself leads to action. Studying the
halakhot will engrave them on our hearts. From one
shmita year to the next, more and more people will be
caught up with enthusiasm. With godly boldness in their
hearts, they will broaden the fulfillment of the mitzvah
in all its details. The fierce joy that will be generated by
Tsrael observing the shmita on the holy mountain® will
lead, in the future, to its complete and all-encompassing
fulfillment.

The holiness of shmita will emanate from the spirit of
God that hovers over His people and land and spread

to all life—to all God’s people and especially to those
who live in the holy shelter of this precious land, in the
sweet companionship of its loving refuge. The spirit of
the Jubilee, which lies latent, will appear from within the
storehouse of holiness that is in the shmita, and the sound
of the shofar will herald salvation, rousing the sleepy and
encouraging the recently redeemed.
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