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Sermon – Rosh Hashanah Day 2 – 2021/5782 
Let It Rest 

Cantor Penny Kessler 
United Jewish Center, Danbury, CT 

 
L’chadeish et hayashan, ul’kadeish et hechadash. The old shall be renewed, 
and the new shall be made holy. 
 
Gut yontif, shanah tovah, boker tov, and welcome to 5782, the Shmita year. 
As outlined in Leviticus, God’s Sabbath for the land, every seven years, is the 
Shmita year. And 5782 is one of those years.  
 
The Torah gives a vague outline for observing the Shmita year. In Lev. 15, we 
read” Adonai spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai: Speak to the Israelite people 
and say to them: When you enter the land that I assign to you, the land shall 
observe a sabbath of Adonai. Six years you may sow your field and six years 
you may prune your vineyard and gather in the yield. But in the seventh year 
the land shall have a sabbath of complete rest, a sabbath of Adonai: you 
shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard. You shall not reap the 
aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your untrimmed vines; it 
shall be a year of complete rest for the land. But you may eat whatever the 
land during its sabbath will produce—you, your male and female slaves, the 
hired and bound laborers who live with you, and your cattle and the beasts 
in your land may eat all its yield.” 
 
Hazon, the “Jewish Lab for sustainability” (not to be confused with Mazon, a 
Jewish non-profit response to hunger), describes the Shmita year this way: 
"Commonly translated as the ‘Sabbatical Year,’ Shmita literally means 
‘release.’ Of biblical origin, this is the final year of a shared calendar cycle, 
when land is left fallow, debts are forgiven, and a host of other agricultural 
and economic adjustments are made to ensure the maintenance of an 
equitable, just, and healthy society. The questions about how Shmita 
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actually worked – if it actually worked – are enormous. The possibilities for 
social change are thrilling."1 
 
That’s all very interesting, but what does it have to do with those of us who 
are not vintners, landscapers, or professional farmers?  
 
A Jewish non-profit organization called the Shmita Project asks that same 
question.  
 
“The Shmita Project is working to expand awareness about the biblical 
Sabbatical tradition, and to bring the values of this practice to life today to 
support healthier, more sustainable Jewish communities. The Shmita Project 
works across the Jewish landscape to elevate the role that Shmita – the year 
of rest in a seven year cycle of Jewish life –  plays in today’s society. The 
Shmita Year invites us to rethink the world that we live in and to tune into 
the ways in which we can actively make a difference. During this seventh 
year, God commands us to let the land rest, release debts, resolve disputes, 
and to open our hands and hearts to those in need. But how do we bring 
this tradition alive in an era when we no longer rely on the rhythms and 
harvest of our fields to survive.”2 
 
The most obvious repercussion in 2021 for not observing shmita is out of 
control climate change. The earth is getting hotter, and the so-called 100- 
and 500-year weather events are now appearing every year. The World 
Economic Forum notes that “wildfires in Western North America are 
becoming increasingly worse, with a number of experts pointing toward 
climate change as the main reason. Summer wildfire seasons are already 40 
to 80 days longer on average than they were 30 years ago.”3 Climate change 
is intensifying record rainfalls, like the deadly events in Tennessee, New York 
City, and parts of New Jersey. This shmita year is a clarion call to stop 
denying science and do what we can before it’s too late.  
 

 
1 https://hazon.org/shmita-project/overview/  
2 https://shmitaproject.org/about-project/  
3 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/08/wildfires-united-states-cause-science  
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Shmita doesn’t have to be only for the land. It can also be a super Shabbat 
for the soul. I suggest 3 ways to bring shmita into our lives, literally making 
something ancient new, and making new interpretations holy and sacred. 
 
The first possibility is to create sacred time for ourselves. Obviously, these 
words from 1951’s “The Sabbath” by Abraham Joshua Heschel come to 
mind:  
 
“To set apart one day a week for freedom, a day on which we would not use 
the instruments which have been so easily turned into weapons of 
destruction, a day for being with ourselves, a day of detachment from the 
vulgar, of independence of external obligations, a day on which we use no 
money, a day of armistice in the economic struggle with our fellow men and 
the forces of nature--is there any institution that holds out a greater hope 
for man's progress than the Sabbath?”4 
 
It doesn’t matter if you observe Shabbat fully or partially. Simply putting it 
on your soul’s calendar is enough. Take the full 27 hours or a brief half hour. 
Light Shabbat candles or celebrate Havdalah before you go out to dinner. 
Take an hour on Saturday afternoon to let go of doing and just “be.”  
 
Another possibility is to creatively interpretive debt release is to let go of 
emotional debts. Let go of the resentments, fears, and the people who 
instigate them that you are allowing to live rent free in your head. Stop 
thinking about what other people owe you emotionally, socially, or 
intellectually. Let it all go.  
 
Imagine that your body is the land. Bring gentleness and compassion to your 
body. Instead of the rigidity of healthy habits, bring peace and love to the 
things you eat and the exercises you engage in. Let go of the nonstop 

 
4 What Jubilee Teaches Us On Shabbat Relating to Each Other, Source Sheet by Sarah Barasch-Hagans 
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judgmental voice that says your body isn’t good enough. Every day find and 
praise the blessings that your body provides.  
Bring love and compassion to your mind and your soul. Stop reading online 
comments. Engage yourself with activities that bring you joy – a kind of 
“Marie Kondo meets Shmita.” Let go of the nonstop judgment that says you 
must work overtime all the time simply to be valued. If you are cramming 60 
hours and more into a 40-hour week, stop it! Observing the shmita reminds 
us that our egos may need reining in and that humility and balance are 
values to nurture.  
 
And of course if you want to experiment with economic shmita, investigate 
animal cruelty-free cosmetics or fair-trade foods to help promote economic 
social justice.   
 
The bottom line of the Torah’s shmita year – in fact one could argue that the 
entire purpose of the Torah – is to create and maintain a utopia where 
everyone follows the rules and where compassion and justice are the 
hallmarks of society. Obviously, that’s not going to happen, but reaching for 
the stars is better than sinking into the mud.  
 
And so I leave you with this blessing: 
 
Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the universe, who makes us 
holy by observing shmita. 
With blessing(s) we rest the land, renewing our connection to the earth 
& each other.  

ןוצר יהי  ןכ   Let it be God's will! 
With gratitude we share our abundance & are fulfilled. 
ןוצר  יהי  ןכ   Let it be God's will! 
With strength we mend our relationships & obligations, releasing all 
from bondage. 

ןוצר יהי  ןכ   Let it be God's will!5 

 
5 Blessing for Shmita by Carole Caplan, Marcy Epstein, Idelle Hammond-Sass, and Rav Michal Woll, 
https://ritualwell.org/ritual/blessing-shmita  
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L’shanah tovah um’ukah. 
 


