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The Year of  Release

No one could have predicted that we would still be here…

Through the strange time warp that we have been living in for the past year and a half, the beginning
of  the pandemic is what I most clearly remember.

When we first went into that initial 2 week lockdown. We all thought this would be over soon!

Schools we’re closed, we were working from home. Our fridges and freezers were stocked with food,
our pantries were full of  sanitizer, toilet paper, and paper towels.

And we were ready to shelter in place - to stay put for a few weeks.

We were running meetings from our closets and homeschooling from our bedrooms, and the lines
between work and play became increasingly blurry.

Yet as days turned to weeks, and the two weeks dragged on into summer and fall, we took on even
MORE. We became bread makers, home renovators, teachers, and students. We took on new
hobbies, we binged tv shows, we navigated every decision with extreme attention to detail as we
entered this new unknown.

As time went on, we didn’t slow down. We kept running, and doing, and doing. More and more.

We got a taste of  what a return to normal could be this summer. We saw our friends and family!
Plans to return to schools and offices begin to circulate. We cautiously returned to doing the things
that we once loved.

And then cases started climbing. And the uncertainty, the doubt, the fear, all returned.

For almost 20 months, we have been running, navigating, adapting constantly and we have not
slowed down.

I’m really tired. And I don’t think I am alone in this.



And as I am standing here on this Yom Kippur morning, I have a feeling that this community would
join me in a tremendously loud amen… that you’re tired, too.

Lucky for us, we have a gift, and an opportunity this year, to slow down. To recharge. To reset. To
rest.

The gift of  shmita.

Shmita…

Shmita is a biblical practice which means “release”.

Every 7th year, we learn in the Torah, we are commanded to totally cease control of  the land… in
essence, we are letting the land lay free. Your grape vines… you can’t touch them for a year. Your fig
trees… don’t even think about turning them into fig jam.

This shnat shmita, this year of  release established for the agriculture society of  the biblical Israelites a
once every seven year practice, allowed the land to heal.

For an entire year, no one could work the land. No one could harvest the crop. After 6 bountiful
years of  harvest… of  working and milking the land to get the most production of  its crop that it can,
the Israelites were commanded to let the land be…

The Shmita year has been recorded and counted ranging back to the time of  the Roman empire and
its conquest in Jerusalem. And for us, it is a practice that is still followed today, to some extent, in the
land of  Israel, and in some professions (known as a sabbatical).

And this is the year! 5782 -- a shnat shmita, a year of  release.

In many ways it feels b’sheret, destined, that this is a shmita year.

Reaching us at a time where collectively and individually we just need to do less.

While the olive trees and grape vines in Israel may in fact lay bare, what if, for this year, we brought
this practice inward…

Just as the land needs a shnat shmita, a year of  release, so do we!AND perhaps this is a part of
the intention of  the biblical law -- not only is the land given a very well deserving year to
re-nourish itself, but so are we.



We are free from the burden of  working the land. We are free from the daily responsibility, from the
stress and anxiety of  whether this year's crop will be bountiful. We, too, are given the gift of  release.

This year, as we embark once again in a period of  high anxiety and holding the unknown, instead of
running full speed ahead, let’s lean in to shnat shmita.

So how can we do that?

Shmita Lesson 1: Slow. It. Down.

In August of  2020, an article written by Tara Haelle took over the internet, proclaiming: “Your Surge
Capacity is Depleted. It’s Why You Feel Awful”1

Tara explained that, “Surge capacity is a collection of  adaptive systems — mental and physical —
that humans draw on for short-term survival in acutely stressful situations, such as natural disasters.”

At the time this was written, in August of  2020, we had been operating in this survival mode for
almost 6 months. Our bodies and our minds were depleted. Yet, even though I felt a sense of  relief
in reading this article, and took solace that so many of  my friends and family members were also
feeling this way, we didn’t change. Or at least we didn’t do enough.

And here we are, more than a year AFTER we held such feelings of  depletion, and I’m not sure how
much we have actually changed. In fact, these feelings have become normalized. We’re still operating
at surge capacity and our bodies and minds are still depleted.

In a shmita year, we need to Slow. It. Down.

We learn in Leviticus2 we can not reap the aftergrowth of  our harvest or gather the grapes of  our
untrimmed vines. Like the fruits in our biblical trees, we need to allow ourselves to fully grow
without intervention, and we need to see where it takes us.

What will happen if  we take a day off  even if  we don’t have a doctor’s appointment or a vacation
planned. Where could that day of  rest take you?

They say, “life is what happens when you’re busy making plans”.

But perhaps growth is what happens when you give yourself  time to replenish.

2 Leviticus 25:5-6
1 https://elemental.medium.com/your-surge-capacity-is-depleted-it-s-why-you-feel-awful-de285d542f4c

https://elemental.medium.com/your-surge-capacity-is-depleted-it-s-why-you-feel-awful-de285d542f4c


The beauty of  the shmita year is that we’re not sure what the end result will be. We don’t know what
the full potential of  our fruits can be without truly letting them grow.

So, let's slow it down. Let’s listen to our body when it's saying, get that extra hour of  sleep. Let’s ask
our friends and family and loved ones for help when we need it. Let’s learn to say no. And let's strive
to unplug from the outside influences that are constantly pulling us to do more.

Lesson 2: Before we renew, we must let go.

In addition to an agricultural reset, the shmita year calls on us to release our debts. After this shmita
year, all debts are nullified, and an opportunity to renew can begin. Take stock of  your debts. What
in your life are you indebted to? What is weighing you down? What are you ready to let go of?

Rav Cook, a prominent Zionist, rabbi, and Jewish philosopher living in the land of  Israel in
the early 20th century, writes in his book Shabbat Ha’aretz, a Sabbath for the land:

“What Sabbath does for the individual, shmita does for the nation as a whole… Our
mundane lives, with their toil, anxiety, anger, and competition do not entirely suffocate this
creative force. On the shmita, our pure, inner spirit may be revealed as it truly is.”

In this year of  slowing it down, sit and reflect upon what you are ready to let go of  in your life to
truly allow yourself  to renew.

Lesson 3: Remember your community.

We are all better off  when we are here to love and support one another. Exodus3 teaches us that in
this 7th year, we are not to harvest the fruits for ourselves, yet we are to allow the needy among us,
and even the animals, to reap the rewards. It is further taught in Leviticus that the crop shall be
equally distributed throughout the community.

In other words, we all need to take care of  each other. AND, we all need to remember that we are in
the same boat.

The rabbinic sage Rabbi Akiva pronounced this teaching, Love thy neighbor as thyself  as the most
fundamental principle in the Torah. Rabbi Hillel boldly proclaims in our sacred text, “Love thy
neighbor as thyself. This is the whole Torah. The rest is just commentary.”4

Perhaps an equally great sage, Fred Rogers of  Mr. Rogers Neighborhood, proclaimed that you
should love your neighbor AND love yourself. For both are necessary for love to take root. Rabbi
Akiva, Rabbi Hillel, and Mr. Rogers know what we often forget… relationships are powerful, and we
are ultimately strengthened by each other.

4 Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 31a
3 Exodus 23:10-11



Lesson 4: Have a little faith.

In many ways, shmita is a radical concept! The Torah is teaching us to not reap the rewards of  our
crop for an entire year!

With what food shall we survive?

The Torah’s answer… have a little faith! In the 6th year, Leviticus5 teaches us, God will provide
sufficient crops for 3 years!

In other words, God has years 7 and 8 covered. Not only are we supposed to leave the land barren
for an entire year, but we then need to wait an additional year to reap the reward from the harvest.

So… have some faith in the process. Let’s take, what Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel liked to call a
leap of  action, or for our purposes, inaction, and see how it shapes our faith.

Yes, this year we have accomplished probably as much as we normally would in 3 years time! We
have been running non stop. And surprisingly, this all now feels normal.

Let’s commit ourselves to disrupting this new normal and embrace the discovery of  where it might
lead us.

Let’s hit that pause button. And let’s have a little faith that a year of  letting go will lead to a year of
renewal and renourishment.

Let us take the weight of  this year, and the years that came before. Let us acknowledge all that has
happened to us as individuals and collectively. Let us soak it in. And let us let it go.

Let us give ourselves the gift of  shmita. The gift of  rest. The ability to reflect on where we’ve been
and to sit with where we are.

And so, as we sit here this morning already on day 10 of  this shnat shmita, this shmita year, let us hear
this prayer.

God and God of  our ancestors

Grant us the ability to live a year of  release.

Allow our vines to over grow and let our fruits grow to its fullest potential

5 Leviticus 25:21-22



Release the debts in our life that continuously weigh us down

Remind us that we are a gift in this world and nothing is truly ours.

Provide for us continued blessings, strength in community, and the ability to renew.

Baruch Atah Adonai Eloneinu Melech Ha-olam Al ha-matanah ha-shmita

Blessed are you Adonai our God, ruler of  the universe, for the gift of  shmita.


