Weekly Message of Torah from Rabbi Rheins

The Torah’s Bell of Liberty and Ours

On July 8, 1776, in the city of Philadelphia, an enormous bell sounded a message of
freedom and equality for all. A courageous group of men and women came together to
ring the Liberty Bell and announce the American Declaration of Independence. Written
on that bell were the words of our Jewish ancestors, words from this week's Torah
portion B’har (Leviticus 25:1- 26:2):
Proclaim LIBERTY throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.
(based on Leviticus 25:10)
That divine statement is so profound that to this day it stirs the emotions of all men and
women who value the cause of freedom and justice. For the American colonialists, the
concept of liberty was a declaration of independence from the heavy-handed rule of the
British monarchy. But the Torah’s concept of liberty even transcends the idea that the
American founders had in mind. The Hebrew text reads:
שׁ ֶ ֑ביָה
ְ ֹ ( וְּקָראֶ֥תם ְדּ ֛רוֹר ָבּ ָ ֖אֶרץ ְלָכל־יuk-ra-tem dror ba’aretz l’khol-yoshve’ha)
It is best translated as “Proclaim a release throughout the land for all its inhabitants.”
In the context of the Torah portion, the specific meaning becomes clear. The
proclamation of release ushered in a Jubilee Year. It was announced with a blast of the
Shofar on the holiest day of the year, Yom Kippur.
During the Jubilee year, families who had sold their property were allowed to redeem
their ancestral land during the Jubilee. Slaves were released and debt was forgiven. For
the Torah, true liberty meant both social and economic freedom. But it takes great
personal sacrifice and generosity to achieve such lofty goals. Men and women have to
be willing to share with the less fortunate.

This concept of personal sacrifice for the greater good is at the heart of our American
celebration of Memorial Day. From the beginning of this country to this very day, men
and women, serving in our armed forces, have given their lives in our defense. In fact,
many of them died while liberating or in the defense of other nations around the world.
The American Jewish community should take great pride in knowing that the founding
fathers of this country found inspiration from the sacred principles written in our Torah.
From the beginning of this country, Jews have served in our armed forces in far greater
numbers than our percentage of the population.
On Friday night, Temple Sinai will hold its annual Memorial Day Shabbat service (6pm).
Members of our Jewish War Veterans Post will participate. The JWV commander,
Bernie Rogoff and past-commander, Jim Barnard will share moving tributes and the
names of fallen soldiers will be honored.
Our liberty was not willingly granted to us by England. Our freedom has not been
protected without cost. Our security has been won through the sacred sacrifice of heroic
men and women. God’s gifts of justice, liberty, and freedom are ideals that are only
realized when we dedicate ourselves to them. Gather the children, friends and family
and join us to remember, rejoice and give thanks for our American liberty and freedom.
Shabbat Shalom,
Rick
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