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What is Shmita and Why Should We Care? 
Judy Dunn, August 13, 2021 

 
During the month of Elul, it is customary to prepare for the coming High Holy Days of Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  This year there is an additional element because Rosh Hashanah 
marks the beginning of a Shmita year in the Jewish Cycle.  Shmita, also known as Shviite, marks 
the final year of a 7-year agricultural cycle.  According to the laws of Shmita, the land in Israel 
should observe a Sabbath and rest every 7 years. 
 
The Torah describes many patterns of seven, starting with the seven days of creation.  

• G-d created the heavens and the earth in six days, and on the seventh day he rested.   
• We, as individuals. celebrate Shabbat every 7 days as a day of rest and reflection.   
• Rosh Hashana falls on the first day of Tishrei, the 7th month in the Jewish Calendar. 

(Leviticus 23.24) This year Rosh Hashanah also falls on the 7th day of September. 
• In Israel, they celebrate 7 days of Pesach and Sukkot. (Leviticus 23.6, 34) 
• We count The Omer for 7 weeks before Shavuot. (Leviticus 23.15) 
• There are 7 branches on the Menorah in the Temple. (Exodus 25.31) 

Shmita appears in the Torah in the book of Leviticus 25:1-7 (Leviticus 25:1-7) 

The LORD spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai and commanded Moses to 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. 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… you shall 
not sow your field or prune your vineyard...  But you may eat whatever the land during 
its sabbath will produce… 

The Torah promises blessings of abundance to those who refrain from working the land during 
the Seventh Year.  These blessings ensure that the sixth year in the cycle produces an 
abundance of food to carry them over to the seventh year. 

Shmita seems to be a controversial subject in Israel today.  There are questions about the 
boundaries that comprise Eretz Yisrael. Some rabbis believe that the 7-year cycle as described 
in the Torah is no longer in effect and ended with the destruction of the second Temple. Others 
want to keep the laws to remember them.  However, they do not want people to starve.  Some 
Israeli people observe Shmita as a year of rest for the fields, and there are many loopholes in the 
observances, such as, selling the land to non-Jewish farmers for the duration of the Shmita year 
and seeking out alternative farming methods such as hydroponic farming. 
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Rabbi Dovid Fink, who teaches at WebYeshiva, believes it is important to study the laws of 
Shmita even if you live outside of Israel because 

• Learning Torah is always a mitzvah. 
• Everyone can encounter Shmita issues if they visit Israel (post Covid) or if they buy 

Israeli produce sold abroad. He noted that this issue arises with etrogim sold in Europe 
and North America for Succot. 

• The underlying principles of the Shmita year have broad application throughout the 
length and breadth of Torah. 

 
There is renewed interest in the concept and teachings of Shmita that address ecological, social, 
spiritual, and communal issues in the United States. Organizations like The Jewish Communities 
of Vermont and Hazon have published lots of information on the subject.  
 
Many of our JCOGS members have been participating in workshops related to Shmita and are 
looking for ways to apply the concepts to our local communities.  They will be discussing some 
of these initiatives at future Friday night services. 
 
Personally, I was aware of the concept of Shmita, but didn’t pay much attention since I thought 
it only applied to Israel.  As I learned more, it became apparent that we can each do something 
to improve our communities, preserve our land, act as stewards for the environment, and help 
the less fortunate. During the pandemic, I had the opportunity to help fight food insecurity by 
handing out lunches to children and their families and was active in reaching out to seniors in 
our community.  While handing out lunches in Swampscott, Mass last summer, it was 
heartwarming to see how appreciative the families were.  One father would come by bicycle to 
pick up food for his children each week.  This experience prompted me to continue my 
volunteer efforts in Massachusetts and Vermont. This year I sowed the seeds for my 
contributions that will continue into the next year.  I recently became a volunteer for Meals on 
Wheels of Lamoille County and will be helping seniors with financial literacy in Massachusetts in 
the fall.  
 
I hope we can all continue to be resilient and find new ways to make the world a better place. 
 
Shabbat Shalom 
 
 
 


