
Radical Rest: Sabbatical Year & Jubilee 
 

The Sabbatical/Shmitah Year 
 
Six years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield; but in the seventh year, you shall 
let it rest and lie fallow. Let the needy among your people eat of it, and what they leave, let 
the wild beasts eat of it. You shall do the same with your vineyards and olive groves.  
(Exodus  23:10-11) 
 
And God spoke to Moshe on Mount Sinai:  Speak to the children of Israel, and say to them: 
When you come into the land that I give you, the land shall observe a Shabbat of YHVH. For 
six years you may sow your field and for six years you may prune your vineyard, and you 
may gather in its crop. But on the seventh year, a complete rest shall there be for the land, a 
Shabbat for YHVH. Your field you shall not sow and your vineyard you shall not prune. You 
shall not reap the wilds of your harvest or gather the grapes of the vines which you set 
aside; it shall be a year of complete rest for the land. But you may eat whatever the land, 
during its Shabbat, will produce—you, your male and female servants, the hired workers 
and those who live with you. And for your animal and for the wild beast that is in your land, 
shall all its crop be to eat. (Leviticus  25:1-7) 
 
Jubilee/Yovel 
 
You shall count off seven weeks of years—seven times seven years—which gives you a 
total of forty-nine years. Then you shall sound the shofar loud, in the seventh month, on the 
tenth day of the month, on the Day of Atonement…You shall make holy the 50th year, and 
proclaim freedom/dror throughout the land for everyone who lives in it.  It shall be a 
Jubilee/yovel for you: each of you shall return to his holding and each of you shall return to 
his family.  (Leviticus 25:8-11) 
 
Commentary 
 
1)  After every seven years, Behar tells us, the earth itself shall celebrate Shabbat. The land 
remembers its freedom. And the year after seven times seven years there shall be a 
proclamation of Freedom. Everyone goes home. Slaves go free. The rigid separations of 
class and wealth are softened and dissolved. The rich and the poor meet again and 
remember that they are equal… when the land rests, we get to hear its voice. We get to 
experience its wild restless beauty beneath the surface of our cultivation. When we stop 
looking at the earth asking what-can-it-do-for-me-how-can-I-use-it? and instead open 
ourselves to its essential nature, we can begin to know the land and hear its voice. When 
we hear its voice, we can respond and become responsible stewards. As we respond, the 
earth becomes responsive to us in return, pouring forth its mystery and abundance.  
The blessing of Behar is the promise that when we keep these sacred rhythms, we are 
granted safety, security, a sense of being at home.  (R. Shefa Gold, Torah Journeys) 
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2) For the Shmitah year also gives rise to solidarity and peace. This occurs because one 
does not sow seed and grow [crops], while the poor can eat [whatever grows by itself], for 
one is prohibited from acting as the land-owner and taking hold of the seventh year's grain. 
All of this doubtlessly causes peace, since all conflicts derive from the trait of "mine is 
mine," i.e., "it is all mine."  All of this is less evident in the seventh year, because while 
action [i.e. agricultural production] involves inequality, all are equal in inaction, and that is 
really what peace is about.   (Kli Yakar, R. Ephraim Solomon of Luntschitz, 16th c.)  
 
3)  It is in a land where Shmitah is observed that human beings will learn to respect the 
Earth herself, by remembering that none of us can own her. "For the land is mine," God 
declares, "and you are strangers and settlers with me" (Leviticus 25:23). And if none of us 
can own the land, cannot sell it and buy it, then what we do own is ultimately not ours; then 
the difference between rich and poor is not "just the way things are"; then a person cannot 
be owned and the difference between slave and master is not real and not loved by God… 
 
Only in such a society, where "property" does not designate the right to use up what one 
owns, but rather a kind of fleeting relationship to what one cares for, can people learn the 
true meaning of justice. Only in such a society can people learn to share their wealth, 
nurture the poor alongside everyone else, relieve debts, end hunger and respect the 
fundamental human right to be free. The Sabbatical year was the guarantor and the 
ultimate fulfillment of the justice that Torah teaches us to practice in everyday life, and it 
was a justice that embraced not just fellow human beings, but the land and all life. The 
Sabbatical year was the ultimate meaning of rest, which we practice every week in the 
observance of shabbat. It was the Sabbath of sabbaths, Shabbat shabbaton.  (R. David 
Seidenberg, “Shmita: The Purpose of Sinai”) 
 
4)  Shmita is a radical suspension of business as usual. It is the year the Gifted Economy 
reigns, providing a corrective, a break, a reset to the excesses of the market. For one year, 
the rules of commercial engagement, exchange, social boundaries, private property, 
perceived worth and value all change. Land – with all its natural resources – is seen as the 
ultimate gift given by God and thus an unbounded commons to be shared, not a commodity 
to be sliced up, sold and consumed. Shmita is a time when everyone – despite their status 
and wealth during the other six years – has equal standing and equal claim to the blessings 
of the earth. Not more and not less than anyone else. 
 
It is through this temporarily changed relationship to land and property that we experience 
a temporary return to the world of Eden, and a changed sense of self, of purpose and each 
other. If we are lucky, we will have become habituated to that renewed sense of purpose 
and satisfaction, and take it back with us when we re-enter the six years of market 
economy.  (R. Nina Beth Cardin, “The Gifted Economy”) 
 
 


