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A Basic Outline
e When is shemitah?
o Calculating the date
o What conditions create shemitah d’orayta?
e Do not work the land
o What land are we talking about? What are the boundaries?
o What about land owned by someone who isn't Jewish?
o What constitutes work — four biblical melachot, plowing, tree maintenance, fruit maintenance
o What about working dirt that isn't in the field?
o Working the land in Year 6
e Abandon the produce that grows
o We are instructed to declare it hefker
o What types of “guarding” are prohibited?
o "“Sefichin” — produce that grows independently
e Harvest in an unusual way
o Which kind of harvesting is allowed?
o Which produce may not be harvested?
o Ofzar Beit din harvesting
o The obligation to eliminate the produce at the end of the season
o Harvesting shemitah produce in Year 8
e The sanctity of shemitah produce
o Which kinds of produce are sanctified?
o What rules govern our relationship with that sanctity?2 May we destroy, market and export this produce?
o The sanctity of money exchanged for shemitah produce
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In externals, too, Israel was supposed to be a people among peoples. For this purpose, Gd gave Israel its own place
on the earth for its own special tasks. In order, however, that Israel’s land, intended for the realization of Israel’s task,
should not, through the sin of pride of possession, become the cause of Israel’s downfall, Gd ordained shemitah, yovel,
bikkurim, terumah, maaser and challah in conjunction with Israel’s own soil. Shemitah and yovel affirm Gd as Owner
by right of all property; they also, through the prohibition of work on the land, express for the Holy Land the lesson
which Shabbat conveys in connection with lordship of the earth.
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It must be said that assigning the land of Israel to Israel is like Creation in general; i.e., the land was given to them only
for seven years, to work it; and then He gives it again, for another seven years, to be worked and cared for. Therefore
on the seventh year the land reverts to the Gd who gave it, and all who eat of its fruits partake from [His] lofty table...
Therefore the introduction, "When you enter the land that | assign you," is in the present tense... to indicate that the act
of giving you the land is continuous, not once for all time.
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According to Bamidbar 34:3-5 and Yehoshua 15:1-4, the southeast corner of Israel is the southern tip of the Dead Sea.

However, drought cycles change the extent of the Dead Sea. In the past century alone, we have seen shifts of nearly

400 meters in height, according to Rabbi Yosef Efrati, a leading contemporary authority. Per Josephus (Wars of the

Jews 8:4) the southern tip of the Dead Sea extended to Tzoar in his day, some 2,000 years ago; archaeologists believe

this is Ghor Safi, significantly east of today’s southern tip.

On the other end, the biblical text identifies Nachal Mitzrayim as the southwest corner of Israel, but this is also unclear.

Rabbi Chaim Kanaievsky (Derech Emunah, Hilchot Terumot 1:7) contends that this is Wadi el-Arish, but Rashi (Yehoshua

13:3) identified it as the Nile River.

Finally, a major point along the southern boundary is Maaleh Akrabim; most assume this is the southernmost part of

Israel. [Note that Rashi to Bamidbar 34:4 disagrees, placing Maaleh Akrabim northwest of the Dead Sea.] But how far

south is ite

e Today's “Maaleh Akrabim” is 45 kilometers southwest of the Dead Sea. However, as noted by the Chazon Ish
(Sheviit 3:18), it's hard to assume that the sites known by biblical names today match precisely with locations named
in the Torah.

e Rabbi Zalman Menachem Koren, author of the modern Din Shevi’it b’Shetach ha’Aravah, claims that if one would
draw a line southwest from the Dead Sea at a 45-degree angle, Maaleh Akrabim would have to be north of that
line — but this is vague, and it also contradicts the views of other prominent authorities regarding the location. [See
Admat Kodesh pg. 4, and Tevuot Aretz, for example.]

e Rabbi Yechiel Michel Tukaczinski (/r haKodesh v’haMikdash 3:248) contended that Maaleh Akrabim is near Eilat,
some 140 kilometers south of the Dead Sea. This is based on Rabbi Saadia Gaon’s 10t century identification of
Maaleh Akrabim with Agaba, on the northern tip of the Red Sea. However, Rabbi Koren notes that the word Agaba
is simply Arabic for “height” or “Maaleh”; Rabbi Saadia Gaon used it to translate the “Maaleh” modifier, and not
as an equation of Maaleh Akrabim with a place called Agaba. Also, based on various biblical texts it appears that
Eilat should be in the Land of Edom, not in Israel.

e For other approaches, see my class at https://www.yutorah.org/sidebar/lecture.cim/818687.

In practice, it is generally assumed that Eilat is not part of biblical Israel for the purpose of agricultural law. Rabbi Shlomo



https://www.yutorah.org/sidebar/lecture.cfm/818687

Zalman Averbach ruled that one may adopt leniencies regarding the laws of shemitah in that area, and even further
north, in areas including Yotvata.
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When the Jewish nation entered Israel for the first time, the tribes of Reuven and Gad, and part of Menasheh, received
land east of the Jordan (Yarden) River. But did this “Transjordan” area fully join Israel2 Do laws of shemitah and tithing
apply there?
Early sources
Some early sources indicate that Transjordan is not part of Israel. For example, a halachic midrash identifies the land
east of the Jordan River as “land you took on your own,” marking it as distinct from the land G-d promised our ancestors.
(Sifri, Devarim 299) Another halachic midrash notes that the Torah says we began counting the shemitah cycle when
we entered “the land” — meaning crossing the Jordan, not entering Transjordan. (Sifra, Behar 1)
Rambam
The Shulchan Aruch does not provide a great deal of guidance regarding Israel’s land-related mitzvot; we generally
look to Rambam for codification of these laws. Here, though, Rambam’s language is ambiguous.
A rabbinic law prohibits eating produce which grows wildly during shemitah, lest people plant illegally and then claim
it grew wildly. Regarding this law, Rambam wrote: “The laws of shemitah apply to Transjordan rabbinically, but one
may eat wild growth in Syria and Transjordan. These lands shall not be of stricter status than lands in Israel taken by
those who entered from Egypt.” (Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Shemitah v'Yovel 4:28)
Why did Rambam explicitly contrast Transjordan with “lands in Israel taken by those who entered from Egypt”2
Apparently, either Rambam believed that Transjordan is part of Israel but does not qualify as settled by the Jews who
came out of Egypt (see a similar idea in Tosafot Chagigah 3b), or he believed that Transjordan is not part of Israel at
all. Rabbi David ibn Abi Zimra (Mishneh Torah ad loc.) contended that Rambam believed the former, but Rabbi Yosef
Korkos (Mishneh Torah ad loc.) argued that Rambam actually meant the latter.
Ramban
On the other hand, Ramban clearly defined Transjordan as part of Israel. When Moshe requested that the Emorite king
Sichon allow us passage through his land, Ramban commented, “Moshe did this himself, as pacification, for the land
of Sichon and Og was to become Israel’s inheritance, since it belonged to the Emori.” (Ramban to Bamidbar 21:21)
For support, Ramban also noted a midrash listing a hierarchy of ten sanctities within Israel, the first of which is associated
with Transjordan. (Bamidbar Rabbah 7:8)
Modern Authorities
In the twentieth century, many halachic authorities ruled that Transjordan is part of Israel. This included Rabbi Avraham
Yeshayah Karelitz (Chazon Ish). He noted that the laws of the Yovel (Jubilee) year are in force only when “all of the
residents of the land reside there,” and that the Talmud (Arachin 32b) says this ceased when the tribes of Reuven and
Gad were exiled from Transjordan. If so, then Transjordan is clearly part of Israel. (Chazon Ish Sheviit 3:25) Rabbi
Eliezer Waldenberg ruled likewise, citing the medieval writings of Rabbi Shimon ben Tzemach Duran. (Tzitz Eliezer
10:1:22) However, Rabbi Ovadia Yosef seemed to rule otherwise. (Yechaveh Daat 2:11)
Today, the general consensus of halachic authorities is that Transjordan has the status of the Land of Israel.
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