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A Meaningful Rest

This week’s parasha is primarily focused on the mitzvah of the Shemittah year, which requires farmers in Israel to
abstain from working the land and obligates landowners to make their produce available to the public, as well as
several other laws, every seven years. The commentators offer several explanations of this agricultural mitzvah,
many of which vary in perspective. As we shall see, each of these explanations can teach us an important lesson
regardless of whether or not we are farmers or own land in Israel. (It should be noted that there are many
detailed laws regarding how produce of the Shemittah can be distributed and handled, as well as what farmers
should do with their land during the year. Although quite fascinating, these laws will not be discussed in this
essay, which seeks to understand the philosophy of this mitzvah.)

The two most straightforward explanations are offered by Rambam, who posits that G-d commanded the land to
be idle every seven years in order to strengthen the soil and the produce to be left for the public in order to
provide for the poor. Yet, upon deeper contemplation, these two explanations are difficult to understand. If the
genuine purpose of Shemittah was simply to enhance the quality of the soil, why would the Talmud tell us that
failure to practice the laws of Shemittah leads to the forced exile of the Jewish nation from Israel at the hand of
foreign nations? Isn’t that a harsh consequence for not enhancing the land’s ability to yield greater produce?
Furthermore, if the reason for Shemittah was only to provide food for the poor, why must the farmers abstain
from their work? If anything, it would be beneficial for the poor if the famers would continue working since this
would increase the supply of available produce!

In the introduction to his book on Shemittah, Rav Yosef Zvi Rimon offers two beautiful solutions to these
questions. In response to the first difficulty, Rav Rimon suggests that we can defend the Rambam’s view that
Shemittah is intended to strengthen the land. Perhaps Shemittah is intended to enhance the quality of the land,
but not for the land’s sake. Rather, it is for our sake. When one ponders the severity with which the Torah treats
this mitzvah and contemplates the Torah’s consequence for neglecting the laws of Shemittah, he will learn an
important lesson about the Torah’s view of Eretz Yisrael. We have a special obligation to take care of the land, to
strengthen it, and cultivate it. This obligation only exists in the Land of Israel because of the special role that the
Land of Israel plays in world events and in Judaism. There is no other land for the Jewish people and they,
therefore, must take proper care of it and treasure it. If they fail to do so and, thereby prove that they don’t




appreciate the gift of the land, the natural consequence is that they temporarily lose the right to live there and
are sent into exile until they once again can appreciate it. This imperative to take care of the land creates a
special respect, awe, and appreciation for the gift of Eretz Yisrael.

Regarding the question on the Rambam’s second suggestion that Shemittah is intended to help the poor, Rav
Rimon shares a beautiful insight of Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, of blessed memory, that teaches us an important
lesson about charity. Typically, if one person is dependent upon the generosity of others, when the recipient
receives support he feels dejected and inferior while the donor may feel superior as a result of having what the
other lacks. It wouldn’t be sufficient to make all produce available to the public during a Shemittah year because
the recipients will still feel inferior as they enter someone else’s land to help themselves of its bounty.
Therefore, Hashem’s commands all farmers to cease working the land and landownership to revert back to
ancestral land rights. In effect, during the Shemittah year land owners are made to feel as though the land does
not belong to them and to recognize that all land belongs only to Hashem. The result is that the poor man and
the wealthy land owner are placed on the same socio-economic plane to some extent, as everyone recognizes
that we are all dependent on Hashem. We are all recipients of Hashem’s generosity and blessings. The poor
man is no longer the exclusive receiver and the wealthy man is no longer the giver.

In a similar vein, the Sefer HaChinuch explains that Shemittah is not about preserving the land or about taking
care of the poor, but rather removing haughtiness from our heart and developing our trust in Hashem. When we
are not permitted to engage in agriculture for an entire year, the lesson that Hashem provides for our needs and
is responsible for our success is internalized. Recognizing that we are not the true source of our material wealth
causes us to develop humility, removes greed and jealousy, and generates appreciation towards G-d.

Finally, Rav Tzvi Hirsch Kallischer (Poland, 1795-1874) and Rav Avraham Yitzchak Kook (Latvia/lIsrael, 1865-1935)
explained that the Shemittah year is intended to enhance our spirituality. According to Rav Kalischer, the
farmers who are idle from their work are free to engage in spiritual pursuits, such as using their “sabbatical year”
to return to yeshiva and focus on the study of Torah. Similarly, Rav Kook explained that the Shemittah year is a
form of Shabbat, which lasts for an entire year. Although the laws of Shabbat do not apply on a daily basis
throughout the Shemittah year, the parallels between Shabbat and the Shemittah year are striking. Both are in
cycles of seven — Shabbat is every seven days and Shemittah is every seven years. Both are forms of freedom
from work — Shabbat is freedom from specific constructive activities and Shemittah is freedom from agricultural
work. Shabbat is the ultimate reminder that G-d is the Creator and sustainer of the universe and Shemittah
reminds us that the land belongs to Hashem and that Hashem is responsible for our sustenance. Interestingly
enough, shemittah is even referred to as “Shabbat for Hashem” by the Torah. On Shabbat we are supposed to
disconnect from the craziness that permeates our daily lives and instead connect to Hashem, our family, and our
community. During a shemittah year when we leave the field, enter the Beit Midrash or yeshiva, and spend
quality time with our family and community, we experience a year-long Shabbat experience.
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