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What would an ideal world look like? How much like our world would it look, and 

how different? Would the economic system be the same, or would it be different, 

and if so, how? This question has intrigued not only political philosophers and 

economists for generations, but religious people as well. 

It would be, it’s been suggested, too impractical, too chaotic, to return to the days 

when a jubilee year would cancel all debts and return all lands to their owners of a 

certain date. And yet, there are aspects of the rather utopian society outlined in our 

parashah that remind us of real and vital responsibilities in the world we live in 

today. 

The parashah teaches us that what goes around should come around. That after 

“seven times seven” (49) years, there should be a release. “Proclaim liberty 

throughout the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.” (25:10). All the undue 

economic power that certain people have acquired should be given up. Everybody 

goes back to square one. “Radical,” we might say. “Outrageous,” we might say. Or 

even “un-Jewish”—because it appears to challenge an admittedly sacred notion in 

law that private property rights should be respected, that what’s “mine is mine” 

and “what’s yours is yours.” 

Whenever I study this section, it truly does seem utopian, as if property rights 

could be handled the way two people playing checkers take back their own pieces 

and start over again. But then I look further in the parashah, and I see three 

sections, all beginning with the same phrase, that remind us that the world it 

describes shares many features with our own—and that some of the responses the 

parashah demands are indeed appropriate for our world. 

The phrase sounds funny to the English ear: “Ki Yamuch achichah.” It’s usually 

translated, “If your kinsman is in straits,” but I’d like to translate it literally: 

“Should your brother be reduced,” or “should your brother collapse.” This phrase it 

describing what happens when someone’s financial situation gets out of control. 
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What then? What happens if a person has to sell off his property? We’re told that 

the person’s nearest relative has to step in and try to ameliorate the situation. (verse 

25) Or, if a person gets so much in debt that he in essence becomes an indentured 

servant to someone, what then? Well, the text says, “V’hai achichah imach”—that 

person, the creditor, has to treat him as his brother—even though he may not 

literally be his brother. 

In no case should your kinsman, your brother, become a slave to you. (verse 39) 

He might have to work for you, but only until the jubilee year. (verse 40) 

Lest we think that these words are truly from another planet, and have nothing to 

do with our own society, let me just remind people that our nation is facing a 

foreclosure crisis of unprecedented proportions. Never, not since the Great 

Depression, have so many come so close to losing their homes. The Great 

Depression, for those too young to have been told about it by their parents or 

grandparents, and also too young to have studied it in school, was characterized by 

widespread bank failures, massive unemployment, widespread poverty—and, of 

course, political unrest. 

Today, we’ve seen the results of a decade of irresponsible lending practices. Many 

individuals and corporations were able to get rich giving loans to people who really 

had no business taking them on. And now that those loans are going unpaid, banks 

are “foreclosing” on them—that is, they’re claiming the houses in lieu of the 

unpaid debt. 

Now, it’s easy in such a circumstance to blame the guilty. And, frankly, that’s long 

overdue, and there’s a lot of that to go around. The irresponsibility of those who 

pushed loans on people who couldn’t afford them, and the corresponding 

irresponsibility of people who took on excessive debt knowing full-well that they 

couldn’t handle it, should be condemned. These people should not benefit at the 

expense of the rest of us. 

But I think that this crisis has also revealed something else about our society that 

the Torah has been trying to teach us for almost three thousand years. We live in an 

interdependent world, and we always have. An irresponsible loan in Detroit can 

end up bankrupting a town in Iceland. I kid you not. Because of the global nature 

of the economy, and the lighting speed with which financial transactions take 

place, many, many innocent people can suffer though they have done nothing to 

deserve it. The other day in the New York Times there was a picture of a beautiful, 

high-rise condo in Miami. One sixth of the residents are facing foreclosure. There 
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are multiple lock boxes crowding the hallway banisters. Condo fees have shot up 

because so many residents can’t pay them. It’s a crisis for people who had no idea 

that the troubles of others would have any impact on them. 

What’s the solution? Or, let me put it this way: What religious lesson that we can 

glean from this parashah is relevant as we face this crisis? The answer is to 

remember the word which the Torah uses to describe a debtor in society, a fellow 

who has collapsed, a fellow who has stumbled, who has been “reduced” to 

“poverty.” (See New JPS Commentary on Leviticus, p. 175 at note 26.) 

That word is “achichah”—“your brother.” Such a person is called, and remains 

your brother. You have to continue to treat that person as if you have the same 

mother or father. You’re brothers. When you look at him, you can’t be 

condescending, or heartless. You have to say to yourself: He’s my brother. What 

happened to him could happen to you. You have to reach out and relate to him in 

as menschlich a way possible. 

The words used by our parashah are clear: “v’hai imach.” Literally, “He shall live 

with you.” “Let him continue to live by your side, as your brother.” As Barukh 

Levine puts it in his commentary on this verse, “The precise sense of this idiom is 

hard to determine. It could be taken to mean that the person involved may not be 

evicted from his land, but [rather] must be allowed to continue to reside at your 

side as a member of the community.” (p. 178) (See the commentary of David Tsvi 

Hoffman on this verse.) 

What are we tempted to do when crises like the current one arise? We’re tempted 

to concentrate on two types of people. We’re tempted, on the one hand, to 

condemn the guilty creditors, those who’ve engaged in predatory lending practices, 

to blame them for the mess, and to throw the book at them. On the other hand, we 

look at all those people who knew full well what they were getting into, and we 

don’t think they should be pitied; instead, we want them to be made to pay for their 

irresponsibility. 

Well, that’s all well and good. That makes us feel virtuous—because we’re 

addressing and condemning concrete irresponsibility, even criminal behavior. But 

leave that aside. What about everybody else? What about all those who are truly 

innocent victims of the malfeasance of others? What should our approach be to 

them? 

In the highly individualistic society in which we live, our temptation is to say, 

“Nothing.” Why should we have any obligation toward them? Life in society is a 
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zero sum game after all. It may sound cynical, but when others lose, that could 

potentially be our gain; should we dip into our own pocketbooks, we could end up 

be the losers. 

That’s where the Torah steps in and suggests another approach. It reminds us that 

ultimately, the land does not belong to us; we are but resident aliens, gerim 

v’toshavim, tenants living on the land (25:23). Later in the Torah, the text is 

stronger, “Don’t take credit (no pun intended) for your own wealth,” the Torah 

says. “Remember that it is God who provided you with the means to acquire 

wealth.” (“Hu ha-notein l’cha koach la-asot hayil”) (Deut. 8:18). 

Pirkei Avot teaches us that, yes, there are those who say, “sheli sheli, v’shelach, 

shelach,”—“What’s mine is mine, and what’s yours is yours.” But the best we 

might say about such people is that they are not exceptional. They’re average. And 

that’s not the worst we might say about them. There are those who do condemn 

them, who compare people who say, “every man for himself” to the people of the 

cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. This is based on a passage in Ezekiel (16:49), 

where the prophet specifically condemns the people for not doing precisely what 

the passage in our parashah commands us to do, namely, “to support the poor and 

needy,” i.e., those who have stumbled and fallen. 

But these are not the only kind of people in the world. There are also those who 

say something else, who say, “sheli shelach, v’shelach shelach,” “what’s yours is 

yours, and what’s mine is yours, too.” People who are willing, when someone else 

is hurting or stumbling, to say, “Let me help.” And, the text tells us, that’s the way 

of the truly pious, the hasidim. Not to focus so much on that boundary between 

what’s mine and what’s yours, but instead to focus on the needs of others who, for 

whatever reason, have fallen down or collapsed. 

Instead of blithely or unempathically viewing sudden dislocations in financial 

security as the inevitable result of a fair economic system, the Torah teaches us to 

look at such situations with sensitivity to their human consequences. It teaches us 

never to ignore someone in our community who’s encountered hard times, but 

instead, to extend a hand—from one brother, or one sister, to another. 

Shabbat Shalom. 

 


