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This week’s parashah begins with a puzzle and presents us with a conundrum 

that rabbinic interpreters have pondered for thousands of years. 

 

Let me explain. One of the most common expressions in the Torah is the 

phrase, “Vayedaber Adonai el Mosheh Le’mor,” “And God told Moses the 

following … ”  That’s the way the phrase reads almost every time it appears in 

the Torah.  

 

But at the beginning of this week’s parashah, the phrase is different; it’s 

“Vayedaber Adonai el Mosheh BEHAR SINAI le’emor,” “And God told Moses the 

following AT MOUNT SINAI.”  

 

And yet what follows is the mitzvah of observing -- when the people will 

eventually get to the Promised Land -- the mitzvah of the sabbatical year, the 

mitzvah of letting the land go fallow in the seventh year.  

 

That’s strange. Every other place in the text, we just get the law; here, we’re 

told specifically that it was given at Mount Sinai.  Why? Why would that be?  

 

Now, that law, the law of shmittah, the sabbatical year, makes good sense.  It’s 

good to give the land a rest. Farmers know this. We all know this. And during 

that seventh year, debts are forgiven, too. So this isn’t just about farmers. 

 



Everyone gets to make a fresh start. It’s kind of like an economic re-set for the 

entire population.  

 

The part that seems odd is the intimate connection that the text is giving us 

between this law, which will not take effect until the people of Israel will have 

been in the Land for six years, and the information that the law was given to 

them way back at Mount Sinai.  

 

Even if the people were going to arrive in the Land only a few weeks after 

getting the law -- which they might have imagined that they would -- still, this 

law wouldn’t take effect for over six years. Why bother to give it, in all of its 

details, now? Why emphasize that one is giving it then and there?  

 

In fact, as we all know, the Children of Israel didn’t get to the Promised Land in 

a few weeks; they were forced to wander in the Wilderness for forty years! So 

this law actually didn’t take effect for the first time for 46 or 47 years.  And yet 

we’re told specifically that the law was given at Mount Sinai -- not, say, just as 

the people were about to enter the Land.  

 

It just doesn’t seem to make sense.  

 

Practically every Jewish commentator has pondered this question.  “Mah inyan 

shmitah etzel har sinai?” “What does shmitah -- letting the land lie fallow in the 

seventh year -- have to do with Mount Sinai?” That’s Rashi’s first, and famous 

question on this parashah.  

 

There’s a simple answer to the question that I think speaks to us today.  

 

Well before you enter the Promised Land,  everyone should know what are 

going to be the principles that will govern your economic and religious 

activity once you get there. Long before the Jewish People enters the Land, 

they should be reminded that, even once they get there, even after every 

person acquires a plot of land and starts growing crops, everyone is still going 
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to be expected to care about one another.  Just as the people are expected to 

work together in the Wilderness, it’s going to be like that in the Promised 

Land as well.  

 

Once you’re there, it’s too late. You need to think about these things before 

decisions have to be made. Otherwise, you’ll be unprepared. You’ll be caught 

unawares. You’ll be more likely to err. 

 

This makes sense to us, doesn’t it? 

 

After all, very shortly, we’re going to be informed that this, that or the other 

restriction regarding sheltering in place or quarantining is going to be lifted.  

 

The Governor has just announced that we’ll be moving through four phases: 

 

● Phase 1 will be “Start:” limited industries resume 
operations with severe restrictions 

● Phase 2 will be “Cautious:” additional industries resume 
operations with restrictions and capacity limits 

● Phase 3 will be “Vigilant:” additional industries resume 
operations with guidance 

● Phase 4 will be the “New Normal:” development of 
vaccine and/or therapy enables resumption of new normal 

Businesses -- and non-profit institutions such as ours -- will soon be faced 

with the question of when and how to reopen, and the question of what 

reopening is going to look like.  

 

We’ll be exploring that, for sure. But even before doing that, it is certainly not 
too soon to be reflecting on the values that should inform and guide us as 

we make those decisions. 
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Rabbi Jacob Blumenthal, the CEO of both The Rabbinical Assembly and the 

United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, recently wrote an essay 

published in eJewishPhilanthropy (Jewish Values Regarding Physical 

Reopening of Our Institutions )  in which he sets forth several of these values. 

The Orthodox Union and the Rabbinical Council of America have also issued a 

detailed statement in which they too set forth such values: (GUIDANCE ON 

REOPENING)  

 

I believe that both of these documents should be required reading for all of the 

members of this board, and I’m going to ask Diane to distribute the URLs to 

everyone here.  

 

This isn’t the time to discuss all of these values in detail, but, as a way of 

encouraging you to read these documents, I just want to highlight several of 

them: 

 

I. The first, of course, is pikuach nefesh, the Jewish value associated with 

saving lives.  Clearly we should act in accordance with our reverence for life. 

(This principle, by the way, is different from the principle of “flattening the 

curve,” a point that I hope to make in speaking with the committee charged 

with exploring these questions.) 

 

II. Second, not only should we seek to save lives, but we each have a 

religious obligation to take care of our physical and emotional and 
spiritual health. It comes from a verse in the Torah: 

 

 ַר֡ק ִהָּׁשֶ֣מר ְלָך֩ ּוְׁשמֹ֨ר ַנְפְׁשָך֜ ְמאֹ֗ד

But take utmost care and watch yourselves scrupulously, 
(Deuteronomy 4:9) 

 

Kli Yakar and other commentators consider this the basis of the mitzvah to 

preserve and protect one’s health. We shouldn’t need a mitzvah to know how 
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important this is, but it helps to be reminded that it’s a part of our tradition to 

seek out medical expertise, to listen to experts, and to take their guidance 

regarding preserving and protecting our health. In this regard, it means 

listening to the advice of experts in the field of infectious disease. 

 

III. Marit Ayin. Marit Ayin is the Jewish principle that we shouldn’t act in a 

way that could reasonably mislead someone. In particular, we shouldn’t do 

something that might lead a reasonable person to believe that it’s ok to do 

something else which is in fact not ok.  This is critical in a community.  A good 

example of this took place when we held the last in-person bat mitzvah before 

closing our building in March.  Only 25 people were permitted to come to shul 

that morning, and we insisted that everyone sit six feet away from everyone 

else.  The question arose: can two people, say, a husband and a wife, who were 

living together, sit next to one another in shul that day?  And the answer was: 

“No.”  Not because they were going to infect one another. Not because that 

behavior was risky. Rather, it was because it might lead someone else 

watching that behavior -- who might not know that they were related and 

living together -- to conclude that it was ok even for people who were not 

living together to do that.  We must always be concerned about the messages 

our behavior is conveying. 

 

IV.  Finally, there’s the value of “Kol Yisrael Areivim zeh ba-zeh.” “We are 

all responsible for one another.”  We should allow that value as well to inform 

our decision making.  

 

This value is deeply embedded in our tradition.  At one point in the Exodus 

narrative, while the Jews were still enslaved in Egypt, Pharaoh says to Moses, 

You can leave, but you have to leave behind the little ones and the elderly 

behind.  Moses refuses, and says, 

 

 ִּבְנָעֵר֥ינּו ּוִבְזֵקֵנ֖ינּו ֵנֵלְ֑ך ְּבָבֵנ֨ינּו ּוִבְבנֹוֵת֜נּו ְּבצֹאֵנ֤נּו ּוִבְבָקֵר֙נּו֙ ֵנֵלְ֔ך

 “B’na’areinu u’vi’zkeineinu nelech,”  
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“We’ll go forth -- but only with our young and old, with our sons and 

daughters: with everything we’ve got.”  (Exodus 10:9)  

 

In other words, “We’re not leaving anyone behind.”  We’re all in this together. 

 

How does that translate to the work of re-opening? That too will be on the 

agenda of our Reopening Committee. 

 

Speaking of which, Rabbi Blumenthal points out the importance of such a 

committee.  He makes clear that in seeking our way forward, we should 

“ensure partnership in decision-making among clergy, staff, and lay 

leadership. Institutions should establish a committee that involves all of these 

leaders, along with medical professionals with appropriate expertise, to 

evaluate next steps.”  I am delighted that Arlene has taken concrete steps to 

establish just such a committee. 

 

Let me emphasize:  We’re not yet at the “Cautious” or “Vigilant” phases of 

reopening our shul, much less the “New Normal.”  We’re not even at Phase I, 

the “Start.”  

 

We’re still back, as it were, at Mount Sinai.  That’s good.  There’s time before 

we get to the Promised Land.  For we know that the path, once it begins, will 

be long.  

 

But we should use this precious time before us to review our values and to 

remind ourselves what we are about, so that we can move forward planfully, 

and so that, as we encounter the inevitable obstacles in our path, we can face 

them with commitment, determination, solidarity and love. 

 

Thank you.  
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