
Ahad Ha’am, the founder of a movement called Cultural Zionism, once said, “More than 
Jews have kept Shabbat, Shabbat has kept the Jews.” 
 
Ahad Ha’am was not playing with words. He was not a secular Jew. Ahad Ha’am 
possessed a strong Jewish identity. Although he might have disagreed with Orthodox 
Judaism in many aspects of their approach, he had a very solid Jewish religious 
background. 
 
Ahad Ha’am’s statement about Shabbat reveals an incredible vision. It is a reaffirmation 
of the centrality of Shabbat in our belief system. Shabbat has a remarkable value, not 
only based on the way we observe Shabbat, but also due to the implications that the 
concept of Shabbat has on Jewish values and Jewish ethics, regardless of if we are 
Shomrei Shabbat, Sabbath observant or not. 
 
Shabbat is at the center of Jewish life. Abraham J. Heschel wrote: “It is one of life’s 
highest rewards, a source of strength and inspiration to endure tribulation, to live nobly 
. . . The Sabbath is the inspirer, the other days the inspired” (A.J. Heschel, The 
Sabbath). 
 
Shabbat, we can say, is the foundation. Using the Shabbat foundation, we can build our 
Judaism, from the ground up. 
 
This week’s Torah portion, Behar, does exactly that! This week’s Torah portion builds on 
top of the basic concept of Shabbat, a concept that we are already familiar with. 
 
The portion opens with the following verse: 
 
“When you enter the land that I assign to you, the land shall observe a sabbath of 
Adonai. Six years you may sow your field and six years you may prune your vineyard 
and gather in the yield. But in the seventh year the land shall have a sabbath of complete 
rest, a sabbath for Adonai: you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard. You shall 
not reap the aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your untrimmed vines; 
it shall be a year of complete rest for the land.” (Leviticus 25:2-5) 
 
This is a fascinating and revolutionary development! Using the model of what the 
Sabbath does for us as individuals, week after week after week, now the Torah is 
transferring this experience to the land and to farming! What works for the individual 
and for our society in a micro scale, is now applied to the larger model, in a macro 
approach. This innovative method leads to what we call the Sabbatical Year, or Shnat 
Smittah.  
 
But the Torah does not stop here! This Sabbatical model, using economy of scale, will be 
applied one more time and we will end up with seven groups of seven years, a total of 
forty-nine years, leading to the Jubilee year.  
 



“And you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim release throughout the land 
for all its inhabitants. It shall be a Jubilee for you: each of you shall return to his holding 
and each of you shall return to his family.” (Leviticus 25:10)  
 
The Shabbat model, which was initially introduced with the goal to create a model of 
kedushah – of holiness, of purpose in our own day to day lives, and which, at the same 
time, represents a model that is ecologically sound, is now expanded and applied to the 
relationship of the Children of Israel with their land, the Land of Israel. The concept of a 
seven-day cycle is now expanded to a fifty-year view. 
 
As we read this week’s Torah portion, we realize that we are in the midst of the Counting 
of the Omer, Sefirat HaOmer. We have just celebrated Lag B’Omer, the thirty-third day 
on what will be a full count of forty-nine days. Seven weeks of seven days each, starting 
on the second night of Passover, which will bring us back, on the fiftieth day, to the 
celebration of Shavuot; the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai. 
 
It feels like the counting of the Omer is a micro representation of what the Jubilee year 
is: an opportunity, through deep spiritual work, each one of the seven weeks, to return 
to our origins, in the exact same way as the Jubilee year invites us to do. 
 
In only two weeks from this Shabbat, we will be back at Mount Sinai, to receive (lekabel-
Kabbalah) Torah one more time. 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
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