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[THE PRECEPT OF SH'MITTAH, TO LEAVE THE LAND

FALLOW IN THE SEVENTH YEAR]
WL. to leave ownerless all that the land will grow in the seventh year,
which, on account of this procedure that we were commanded about
it, is called the year of sh’mittah (*‘relinquishing, abandoning™); and
anyone who wishes to obtain its produce may obtain it—for it is
stated, but the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, that the poor
of your people may eat; and what they leave, the beast of the field may eat.
You shall deal likewise with your vineyard and your olive orchard (Exodus
23:11).

Now, this is the exposition of the Midrash Mechilta:! But were
the vineyard and the olive orchard not included in the general rule?
In other words, when the beginning of the verse states, “you shall let
it rest and lic fallow,” it includes all that the land will grow, whether
fruit of the trec or produce of the earth. Then why did Scripture
mention these two specifically?—It is to liken to the vineyard all other
kinds of trees, to teach that just as in regard to a vineyard there are both
a positive and a negative precept—for it is explicitly written about it,
and the grapes of your uncultivated vine you shall not gather (Leviticus
25:5)—so are there for every other tree both a positive and a negative
precept. 2

For this reason Scripture mentioned the vineyard and olive
orchard specifically, to teach about this subject [generally]; for Scrip-
ture’s purpose is not strictly about the vineyard and olive orchard,
but that the same law should apply to all other fruits of the tree. In
truth, then, it mentioned one3 of them, and this teaches [us] about all.
For this is one of the rules by which the Torah is interpreted. 4

Now this precept, to leave all its produce ownerless, and the
other precept which God commanded us, to rest [from working the
land]—as written in sidrah ki thissa, in plowing time and in harvest you
shall rest (Exodus 34:21)—are linked together.

At the root of the precept lies the purpose to establish in our heart
and set in our thought a firm conception of the doctrine that the world

was brought into being as a new entity, out of nothing—for in six days
the Lord made heaven and earth (Exodus 20:11), and on the seventh day,
when He created nothing, He had Himself described [in Scripture] as
“resting.”’ Then in order to remove, uproot and extirpate from our
thinking any concept of the world’s timeless pre-existence, in which
those who deny the Torah belicve, thereby demolishing its cvery

SIDRAH MISHPATIM
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1. Le. MdRSbY, as cited in Midrash haGadol and in ShM positive precept
§134, which our author here follows in the first four paragraphs.

2. There is a positive precept to leave all seventh-year produce free for all to
take, and a ncgative precept (§329) not to harvest it as private property.

3. Le. one or two.

4. The eighth of the thirtcen rules listed by R. Ishmacl in the introduction to
Midrash Sifra (recited at the end of the preliminary, private part of the .:.o:::w
prayers). ‘

s This expression is found in Rashi to Exodus 31:17.
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basis and breaking its every wall, the obligation was imposed on us to
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spend our entire time, day by day, year by year, in reference to this—
[hence] to count six years and rest on the seventh. And thus arn. matter
will never ever depart from between our eyes [from our mind), as
itis akin to our practice of spending the days of the week as six working
days and a day of rest.

For this reason He (blessed is He) commanded [us] to leave free,
ownerless, all that the land will produce in this year, apart from resting
in it—so that a man will remember that the land which grows produce
for him every single year does not grow it by its own power and
aptitude: There is a Lord and Master over it and its owner, and when
He so desires, He commands him to leave it all ownerless.

There is another useful benefit to be gained from it: to attain
through it the quality of yielding and relinquishing. There is no one so
generous as a person who gives with no hope of receiving anything in
return.

Yet another useful benefit to be found in this is that 2 man increases
[thereby his] trust in the Eternal Lord, blessed is He. For any man who
finds it in his heart to give and leave free, ownerless for all the world,
all the produce grown by his lands and the inheritance of his fathers
for one whole year, and he and his family become trained in this all
his life—neither the quality of miserliness nor a lessening of Divine

_h| trust will ever seize hold of him.

{329)

[These are some] of the laws of the precept: what are the kinds of
labor on the land from which we are obligated to rest by the law of the
Torah—for instance, sowing, pruning and trimming, reaping and
vintage (grape-gathering);¢ and which are forbidden by the law of
the Sages—such as fertilizing and digging, and forms of work on a
tree, such as cutting away fromit any thickening on the bark, removing
dried leaves or twigs, covering [exposed roots] with dust or making
smoke under it to kill worms, coating saplings, breaking off [the tops
of twigs] or thinning trees.” Then we have what they permitted doing:
for instance, marking [a tree) with red, 8 or hocing under grapevines;?
the law of work in an irrigated field;® that a compost pile (dunghill)
should not be made within the field until the time of fertilization has
passed, !9 and after that it should be large, and he should not appear to
be fertilizing [the field]; and its volume should be from 150 se’ah and

up. 1!
Then there is the teaching of the Sages that the duty to refrain from
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6. Leviticus 25:4-5.

7. “Coating saplings’: with an odious ointment or oil to keep off birds that
would otherwisc injure them in their search for food; *“‘thinning” trecs: Hebrew,
m’faség, which generally denotes splitting, cutting or breaking off (sce *Aruch s.v.
pasag), hence “thinning™ here. Rashi, however, explains it as tying tender trees to
supports. TB Mo'ed Katan 3a; MT hilchoth sh'mittah i.

8. Le. a tree which sheds its fruit, for the purposc that people should pray for it.

9. Ibid. 2a.

10. So that thc owner should not be thought a sinncr who is fertilizing the ficld.

11. Mishnah, Sh'vi‘ith iii 1 (Rambam ibid. ii 1). A se’ah, in one view, is 0.3, cubic

».n.z (8294 cubic centimeters) ; and 0.5 cubic fect (14,333 cubic centimeters) by another
view.
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SICHA OF HARAV AHARON LICHTENSTEIN SHLIT"A

THE CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS OF SHEMITTA
Translated by David Strauss

There is, however, another side to the sabbatical year, a more
essential side, with practical ramifications following from the mitzvot of
shemitta. Here we must note two main realms. The Rambam talks about one
of them in his Moreh Nevukhim (I11:39) — the perfection of society. In the
sabbatical and jubilee years, this idea appears in far-reaching form. Whereas
Parashat Behar highlights the idea that “the land shall keep a sabbath to the
Lord,” Parashat Mishpatim relates to the sabbatical year in an entirely different
context. That parasha deals with interpersonal issues, matters of bribery,
testimony, judgment, legal claims, and restoring lost property. And then it
continues: “Six years you shall sow your land, and shall gather in its fruits; but
the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, that the poor of your people
may eat” (Shemot 23:10-11). The emphasis here is clear — the help that must
be offered to one’s fellow. This help is not merely personal acts of kindness,
one person extending a helping hand to another, but rather help on the
societal level. A state of equality must be created — where there is no donor
and no recipient, no rich and no poor. The land in its entirety, and all the
produce, is declared ownerless, “that the poor of your people may eat.” This
point stands out prominently in the Mekhilta (mas. De-khaspa, 20, s.v. Ve-ha-

shevi'if):

“But the seventh year you shall let it rest.” A person must not
say: Why did the Torah say [that we should renounce our rights
to the land?] Is it not that the poor should eat? | will bring the
produce into my house and distribute it to the poor! Therefore
the verse states: “But the seventh year you shall let it rest [and
abandon it]” — teaching that he must make breaches [in the walls

surrounding his field].

The perfection of society and the striving toward equality, which we
have discussed in the context of shemitta of the land, are also themes of
shemitta of money, as raised in Parashat Re’eh. It is as if we must all return
to our original starting points, and everyone must begin once again from
scratch.

We saw above that Shabbat serves the weekdays, while the days of
the week also lead up to Shabbat (in the sense of “a taste of the world-to-
come” and “a day that will be all sabbath and rest in life everlasting”). In
Bereishit, the Rishonim dispute the meaning of “shevita,” rest. On the one
hand, shevita denotes resting today with the intention of returning to work
tomorrow — a sort of recess. According to this, the shevita of Shabbat is
necessary to enhance the next days’ work. The Radak cites two explanations
of shevita:

From what did He rest? From all of His work, for after the sixth day, He
did not [need to] create anything else. And it says, “va-yishbot,
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because the Torah speaks in the language of man, for with respect [to
God], there is no fatigue, as it is stated: “He faints not, nor is He weary”
(Yeshayahu 40:28), and He did not create the world with toil.
Alternatively, “va-yishbot’ is intended in the sense of ceasing, as in
“You shall put away [tashbitu] leaven” (Shemot 12:15).

The two understandings of Shabbat are reflected in this disagreement.
Perhaps we can also see the two aspects of Shabbat alluded to in the two
rationales the verse offers for Shabbat: “And God ended” (va-yekhal) — which
sets Shabbat as the end-point or pinnacle of creation; “And He rested” (va-
yishbof) — a temporary recess.

The parallelism between Shabbat and shemitta carries through all
these aspects. There is a dialectical relationship between Shabbat and the
weekdays; Shabbat enhances the mundane weekdays, refreshes man, and
recharges his batteries, but, on the other hand, weekday activity is performed
for the sake of those Divine spiritual values which Shabbat symbolizes and
represents. This dialectical relationship applies to the sabbatical year as well.
On the one hand, the sabbatical year allows repose, a year of solemn rest.
On the other hand, the shemitta year parallels the seventh millenium, God’s
rest. It is not an introduction to the six years that will follow in the next cycle,
but rather a year toward whose values of spiritual awakening and uplifting
man must always stride.
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