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Shabbat Shalom! Tonight our double portion is Behar and B’chukotai, which will conclude the book of Leviticus. 

  

The Hebrew word Behar means "on the Mountain," and refers to God's revelation of His laws and 

commandments on the mountain of Sinai, as well as our part in the covenant to carry out God's laws. 

  

The environmental lessons of Behar are particularly urgent today, when we act as lords of the Earth, owning 

and controlling vast tracts, depleting and destroying the Earth's gifts without ever pausing to consider that God 

really owns all this. In this parashah, the Torah commands us to appoint seasons and special years in which to 

reflect on Who owns everything and learn to respect God's creation. 

  

Last week's parashah began with the annual cycle of festivals and with the first of all God's "appointed 

seasons," the Holy Shabbat, the crown of God's covenant. Behar takes the concepts of "6 days of work, one day 

of rest" to a higher level, dealing with the cycle of years, measured in circuits of 7x 7 Sabbaticals followed by 

the 50th Jubilee year. Behar begins where the land is worked for 6 years, after which the land is to remain 

"fallow" throughout the 7th year, giving it a rest and known as the Shmittah year. The Shmittah cycle is 

designed to help us constantly keep in mind that God is the true Owner of all the world around us and of our 

very selves. 

  

 After 7 Shmittah years, the cycle takes us to the 50th year known as the Jubilee, when all debts are forgiven, all 

slaves are emancipated, and all fields and orchards go back to their original human "owners." We see that the 

entire time scheme in Behar regarding the Shmittahs and Jubilee year, is founded on the concept of Shabbat, 

the 4th of the 10 Commandments given on the Mountain. 

  

 B'chukotai is the sister parashah of Behar. God tells us at the outset, "B'chukotai," meaning, "of My statutes," 

particularly, "If, of my statues you will walk," a utopian life awaits you. If you fulfill the laws of God's Torah, you 

will be rewarded by blessings for food, security, and peace, as agricultural partners with God once you enter 

the land of Canaan. But, what happens if the people disobey God's laws? Harsh punishment by God is a fact of 

life in Torah, perceived in ancient days as God's warning that punishment will be swift and sure. Even a 

windblown, driven leaf will make us tremble with fear as a result of disobedience to Torah's laws. 
 

My question tonight is, how did our views evolve from the belief in a punishing God thousands of years ago to 

the belief of a benevolent God today? Change of thought began when people observed how some good 

people suffered devastating disasters, whereas a depraved individual might live a lucky life. As a result, an 

evolution of thought emerged where rewards and punishments for our behavior in this life will be addressed in 

the World to Come, the Olam Habah, the next life, which provided an answer to the question at hand for many 

Jews. However, also prevalent in today's modern times is a third view on reward and punishment, a belief that 

we are never really sure whether God will punish or reward us for our actions. This idea gives us the possibility 

of leading a moral life, where we can only attempt to choose wisely and responsibly to  make ethical decisions 

for our lives and for the life of the planet, because it is the right think to do, and not for any other advantage or 

fear of retribution by God. 

  

Shabbat Shalom. 
 


