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“We’re all in this together.” You’ve probably seen the signs around your 

neighborhoods, as I have. We’ve heard it on the radio and in the now ubiquitous 

Covid-19-themed commercials on TV. It is comforting to remember that everyone’s lives 

have been touched, or turned upside down, by this pandemic. No one is immune, so to 

speak. And we do have a unique feeling of solidarity these days, since it is so rare for 

the people of a whole country, much less a whole planet, to be having the same 

experience simultaneously.  

We’re all in this together is also a warning, of course. Our decisions and actions 

affect not only ourselves or our families, but everyone with whom we come into contact. 

Wearing a mask or not isn’t just a personal preference; it could very well be a matter of 

life or death for someone else. As we’ve seen, it is especially difficult for some 

Americans to accept wearing a mask. As a recent article by Dahlia Lithwick declared, 

“Refusing to Wear a Mask Is a Uniquely American Pathology.”  She goes on to explore 1

the notions of strength and vulnerability, individualism and collectivism, freedom and 

restriction, and being seen or being hidden, that are at play in the decision, especially 

by our leaders, to wear a mask or not. But while the resistance to wearing a mask might 

be an especially American tendency, selfishness certainly isn’t uniquely American. So 

we read in the Midrash: 

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai taught a parable: Some people were on a ship. One of 

them took a drill and started drilling underneath him. The others said to him: 

1 https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/05/masks-coronavirus-america.html 
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“What are you doing?!” He replied: “What do you care? Is it not underneath my 

area that I am drilling?!” They said to him: “But the water will rise and flood us all 

on this ship!” (Vayikra Rabbah 4:6)  

The story teaches us about the danger of believing that our behavior only affects us, or 

that exerting our own rights or fulfilling our own desires is more important than serving 

the common good. In the language of the midrash, “ ֶאָחד ֵמֶהן חֹוֵטא ְוֻכָּלן ַמְרִּגיִׁשין. When 

one of us sins, everyone feels it.” When it comes to making choices about how to 

behave during this pandemic, we’re all in the same boat. 

And yet, as we were reminded a couple of weeks ago during a talk by Maria 

Bernard, Executive Director of Sunnyvale Community Services, we’re not all in the 

same boat. As she put it, “We’re all in the same river, but some of us have a boat and 

some of us don’t.” She pointed out that for some people, the worst we have experienced 

is boredom or loneliness, but for others, it has meant hunger and homelessness, in 

addition to illness or death. And it is no surprise that poor communities and people of 

color have been hit the hardest by the virus.  Inequality, both economic and racial, is yet 2

another ugly aspect of this pandemic. 

It is perhaps cold comfort to know that economic inequality is an ancient problem, 

and is actually the problem at the heart of this week’s Torah portion, B’har-B’chukotai. 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks writes, “Leviticus 25 deals with a problem that is as acute today 

as it was 33 centuries ago. It is about the inevitable inequalities that arise in every free 

2 
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market economy. Market economics is good at the creation of wealth but bad at its 

distribution. Whatever the starting point, inequalities emerge early on between the more 

and less successful, and they become more pronounced over time.”  So we read this 3

week about the shmittah, the sabbatical year that comes every seven years, during 

which the land is to lie fallow and all debts are to be forgiven (see Deut. 15).  Then, 

every fifty years, the yovel, the jubilee, is declared: “You shall count off seven weeks of 

years—seven times seven years—so that the period of seven weeks of years gives you 

a total of forty-nine years. Then you shall sound the horn loud; in the seventh month, on 

the tenth day of the month—the Day of Atonement—you shall have the horn sounded 

throughout your land and you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim release 

throughout the land for all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you: each of you shall 

return to his holding and each of you shall return to his family” (Lev. 25:8-10). Every fifty 

years, all slaves are to be freed and all land is to be returned to its original holder. 

The reason for this is explained a few verses later, “Throughout the land that you 

hold, you must provide for the redemption of the land. If your kinsman is in straits and 

has to sell part of his holding, his nearest redeemer shall come and redeem what his 

kinsman has sold. If a man has no one to redeem for him, but prospers and acquires 

enough to redeem with, he shall compute the years since its sale, refund the difference 

to the man to whom he sold it, and return to his holding. If he lacks sufficient means to 

recover it, what he sold shall remain with the purchaser until the jubilee; in the jubilee 

year it shall be released, and he shall return to his holding” (25:24-28). The shmittah 

3 http://rabbisacks.org/what-we-dont-own-behar-bechukotai-5778 
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and yovel are two of the ways that the Torah tries to address the problem of economic 

inequality by trying to close the gap between the rich and the poor, giving the poor a 

chance to recover lost property and preventing the rich from acquiring more and more 

wealth at the expense of the poor. For the Torah, this is not just an economic or political 

correction, but a spiritual one as well. Rabbi Ayelet Cohen points out that “The yovel 

begins on Yom Kippur, rooting it in the notion of teshuvah, return and repentance. Yovel 

provides for physical return, or homecoming, but also for liberation and return in the 

spiritual sense. It is as if the economic system itself is doing teshuvah, and inviting 

those who have been alienated and disenfranchised to return.”  4

Our sacred texts recognize that inequality and poverty are inescapable realities 

for all societies. And so Jewish tradition is insistent that the remedies for these ills - like 

the sh’mittah and yovel - also be universal components of society. The Talmud 

suggests that a Torah scholar, the Sages’ image of a model citizen, is not permitted to 

live in any city that does not have a charity fund (San. 17b). This fund, or kupah, is 

managed by two trustworthy people who collect funds from all the residents every week, 

and is then distributed by three trustworthy people to ensure that the funds are given out 

appropriately.  So essential was this system of providing for the vulnerable that 5

Maimonides, the great 12th-century scholar, declares, “Never have we seen or heard of 

a Jewish community that does not have a kupah” (MT, Gifts to the Poor 9:3). He may 

have been exaggerating, but the ideal is clear: a good, moral society is one that 

4 https://forward.com/shma-now/yovel/369225/a-radical-corrective-for-spirit-and-society/ 
5 ibid., Mishneh Torah, Gifts to the Poor 9:1 
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provides for the needy. So the saying, often misattributed to Gandhi, goes, “The true 

measure of any society can be found in how it treats its most vulnerable members.” 

We can’t declare a sh’mittah and forgive all debts, and we can’t declare a yovel 

to release everyone from the economic bondage of generational poverty. But we can 

insist that our communities provide for those in need. We can advocate for 

governmental policies and programs that protect the vulnerable. And, of course, we can 

give tzedakah, to Beth Am’s kupah, our Social Action Emergency Fund, or to the many 

worthy organizations that help the poor and marginalized in our communities. We can’t 

expect perfect equality or justice in this broken world, at least not until the Messiah 

comes. But through our own actions, personal and collective, we can form a more 

perfect union. We’re all in this together. Ken y’hi ratzon -- may it be God’s will, and our 

own. 
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