
Torah Portion: B’har-Behukotai 
 

(Book of Leviticus)  
 
 

“Proclaim Liberty Throughout The Land and to all the inhabitants thereof” 
       -Leviticus 25:10 
 
Liberty and freedom are often spoken in the same breath.  Some suggest they are synonyms.  
John Locke (1632-1704) wrote:  “A liberty for everyone to do what he likes, to live as he 
pleases, and not to be tied by any laws. Freedom is constrained by laws in both the state of 
nature and political society.”  And then there is the  French bible scholar, Rashi, who made the 
following comment on the above verse: “ Rabbi Yehudah asked, “What is the meaning of this 
word dror/freedom? One who lives on his own and conducts business anywhere in the country.”  
That is, he may dar/reside, anywhere he likes-he is under no one else’s authority.”  
 
We live in a country whose founders declared on July 4, 1776, “We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” In 1752, 
the Liberty Bell was designed bearing the verse from Leviticus appearing at the top of this 
article.  According to American tradition, the Liberty Bell was rung on July 8, 1776, at 
Independence Hall in Philadelphia to gather the residents to hear the reading of the Declaration 
of Independence. 
 
Both Rashi’s understanding of the verse in Leviticus and the founders’ statement in the 
Declaration of Independence embrace a future hope and dream of liberty and freedom, not 
necessarily an immediate reality. Rashi, who lived in 10th century medieval France, was keenly 
aware that Jews in most of Europe did not possess the right to live where ever they wished, nor 
be free from the bonds of someone else’s authority.  The authors of the Constitution could only 
hope that the freedoms promised within its text would someday be realized.  
 
We Americans spend considerable time focusing attention on countries of the world fighting and 
striving for some form of freedom.  What about the poor, hungry, and homeless in our own 
country? What does life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness mean to them?  Maybe in the 
messianic era there will be no necessity to place limitations on liberty and freedom, but the 
framers of the U.S. Constitution understood clearly that though we may be endowed by God with 
certain unalienable rights, it doesn’t mean we possess them, nor are free from the struggle to 
achieve them. 
 
Being a slave under someone else’s authority is far easier than being a free person. Liberty and 
freedom have to be earned, shared, cherished and fought for. I am reminded of a sign standing at 
the entrance to the Whidbey Island Naval Air station where squadrons of mid-range bombers 
take off and land. The billboard apologizes for the noise by declaring: “You are hearing the 
sound of freedom!”  Until we can bring peace and freedom to all the inhabitants of this country 
and planet as well, the words of the billboard will have to remain true. 
 
Rabbi Howard Siegel 


