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Parshat Bechukotai: Martin Buber's bat kol and Yom Yerushalayim 

1. Buber's tree 

"I contemplate a tree," Martin Buber says.  

I can accept it as a picture … I recognize it only as an expression of the law … I 

can dissolve it into a number…  

But it can also happen, if will and grace are joined, then as I contemplate the tree I am 

drawn into a relation, and the tree ceases to be an It." (I and Thou, pp. 57-58) 

Martin Buber's book I and Thou propels the reader into a direct relationship with the world. What 

do trees mean to us? For the artist they are objects projected onto a canvass. For the scientist, a 

set of laws to be scrutinized. For the statistician, numbers on paper. 

But a relation with trees, nature, and humankind is at the heart of Buber's I and Thou. Instead of 

turning the world into an It, an object that is counted and measured—enter into a relation, an I-

Thou connection. Experience the moment. Trees are not simply street decorations we pass by on 

our way to work. They are real beings. Take a moment. Engage the tree. Live the tree. Be the tree! 

2. Valuations ערכין 

And then we come to our parsha.  

Speak to the children of Israel and say to them: When a person donates to the Temple, 

they can pledge a fixed sum of money reflecting the value of another human.  

The value of a man from twenty years old until sixty years old is fifty silver shekels. The 

value of a woman of the same age is thirty shekels.  

And if one desires to valuate a person from five years old until twenty years old, the 

value is lower in number … (Vayikra 27, 3-5) 

Everyone has a fixed value. A whole Talmudic tractate,  ערכיןמסכת , is dedicated to the intricate 

laws of these valuations.  

Buber is now very upset. He raises his voice: "It! It! It! This is an IT relationship!" Those in a 

relation—be it with a tree or with humans—do not quantify! A limited value cannot be assigned to 

an infinite experience. 

3. Valuations versus relation 

But our parsha continues: 

From one month old until five years old, the value of a male is five silver shekels, while 

the value of a female is three silver shekels. 

From sixty years old or over, the value of a male is fifteen shekels, while for a female, it 

is ten shekels. (Vayikra 27, 6-7) 

Every year as I read these valuations, I can hear Buber's bat-kol—ringing from one end of the 

world to the other. "Approach the world as relation—not numbers or valuations!" 
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4. The value behind valuations 

But isn't there some value to valuations, to engaging the world through an I-It orientation?  

I contemplate a tree as art. Art can uplift the individual, capture moments like no other 

medium can. It is one of the deeper expressions of the soul. I contemplate a tree as a 

scientific law. Science has revolutionized the world. The more laws we discover, the more 

freedom and mobility we have. The better we know the world, the better remedies we attain for 

life-threatening diseases. I contemplate a tree as a number. Statistics guide businesses in 

assessing customer preferences. Numbers set up budgets. Jewish ritual and prayer is founded on 

numbers: tens, sevens, threes. 

The actual number valuations in the parsha rub up against our modern sensibilities: men's are 

higher than women's. Adults' are higher than children's and seniors'. These are real concerns. But 

I am bracketing these important points here, and am addressing the undergirding attitude that 

triggered Buber, the valuation orientation.  

And it is with regards to this attitude—the I-It relationship—that the Torah parts ways with 

Buber. The Torah includes counting, evaluating, and assessing. Is this animal kosher or not? 

Does this person count for service in the Temple? How many hadasim do I need for my lulav?  

5. Valuations within a relational context 

But Buber's relational approach is far from forgotten. Indeed, the sandwiching of the valuation 

laws in between parshat Behar and parshat Bamidbar alludes to its significance and centrality.  

Last week's parsha opened up with the Shemita laws. During Shemita, class distinctions are 

erased.  The land lies fallow for a year and not one person owns more land than the other  ושבתה

 This has an equalizing effect. It removes the need for competition and allows for .הארץ שבת לה'

a relational connection.  

And next week's parsha, Bamidbar, opens with the מחצית השקל donations. People bring an equal 

donation to the Temple, a half-shekel per person. We are taught that this count is done via 

shekels and not numbers in order to avoid people-counting. 

These bookends provide a general thrust in the Torah: in the beginning and in the end is the relation. 

But along the way, the world needs valuations in order to maintain order.1 Rank helps us assign 

roles in government. Laws keep us grounded. But danger lurks when we lose our connection to 

each other—when experienced reality is minimized to numbers, rank, and law.  

6. Yom Yerushalayim as relation 

It is imperative to bear in mind this I-Thou/I-It dialectic as we orient ourselves toward the 

ensuing holiday, Yom Yerushalayim. How should we embrace this special day?  

We can go down the valuation route. We can discuss distinctions and valuations. Should Israel 

trade land for peace? Is the country leading just wars? Who entered the coalition this week?! A 

country needs rules and proper valuations. 

But Buber's bat kol is still ringing—from one end of Jerusalem to another … 

                                                      
1 This is the deeper meaning of the blessings and curses in our parsha: if you keep the laws, the 
distinctions, the valuing of one entity over another, תלכו בחקתי אם , you will flourish in the Land. And if 
not, תמאסו בחקתי אם . all havoc will break loose. The relation isn't enough. We need distinctions and laws. 
With them, there is blessing. Without them, curse, G-d forbid. 
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Living in the diaspora disconnects us geographically from Israel. This physical distance often leads 

to an attitudinal one. We find ourselves holding I-It discussions—analyzing, critiquing from afar. 

But however important and vital these talks are, we must never forget: we are Israel and Israel is us.  

On a deeper level, we are in a relation—for thousands of years now—with the Holy Land. Our 

ancestors inhabited the Land of Canaan in biblical times. Our foremothers and forefathers 

roamed the streets of Jerusalem as they crowned King David and marched toward the Temple 

three times a year.  

Israel and Jerusalem are a part of us. We are Israel. We are Jerusalem.  

Our deep I-Thou connection to Jerusalem manifests itself in our shared history, the prophecies that 

took place, the songs that were sung for millennia about the city, the prayers and tears shed for 

the peace and rebuilding of ירושלים, the ancient rocks that provided footing for Yeshayahu, the 

Ramban, and our new wave of return.  

On Yom Yerushalayim we move off the sidelines and enter into a relation. We become part of 

what is unfolding right now in Jerusalem. 

7. Animating our I-It discourse/activism through the I-Thou relation 

When one suffers a bodily injury, immense pain can ensue. But this pain is not then analyzed or 

scrutinized from a disconnected place. We live the pain. We experience it. This pain is ours 

because this is our body. And then we do all that is in our power to make it better.  

The same goes for ירושלים. When we stand on the sidelines, we feel disconnected. But when we 

step into the I-Thou relation, we experience all of Jerusalem's travails and setbacks in a most 

direct way. We live the pain of Israel, because this is us. We move away from distanced I-It 

discourse into relation—for all of its ups and downs.  

And these direct experiences are what lead to a more robust and impassioned I-It discourse and 

activism. When we view Israel and Jerusalem as a part of us, we generate strength and initiative to 

act on its behalf.  

It is this relation that is fortified on Yom Yerushalayim—through reflecting on our shared history, 

through connecting to the miracles that transpired on this day, through embracing an I-Thou 

orientation. And this real relation guides us moving forward in assessing and valuating, and, in 

turn, remedying and strengthening our Jewish national body.  

8. Living this unique moment of history 

We are truly living in historic times. Our parsha tells us:  

But despite all this, while they are in the land of their enemies, I will not despise them 

nor will I reject them … I will remember for them the covenant made with the 

ancestors, whom I took out from the land of Egypt before the eyes of the nations, to be 

a God to them. I am the Lord. (Vayikra 26, 44-45) 

Hashem has remembered the covenant. Hashem has entered into the relation. Hashem has 

returned us to Jerusalem!  Let's remember the covenant. Let's enter into this relation—and from 

there work to make Jerusalem everything we knew and wished it could be.  

Shabbat Shalom! 


