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013
Behar

Overview

ehar means “at the mountain,” referring to Mount Sinai, the site of the Giving

of the Torah. The first verse in this parashah reads, “And God spoke to Moses at

Mount Sinai, saying....” Now, as we all know, the bulk of the Books of Exodus,
Leviticus, and Numbers was given at Mount Sinai, so why is this fact suddenly empha-
sized? There is evidently something about the content of this parashah that is more intrinsi-
cally bound up with Mount Sinai than the rest of the Torah —but what is it?

As a matter of fact, the opening content of the parashah seems almost antithetical to the
people’s exalted spiritual state at Mount Sinai. Let us recall that Mount Sinai was the scene
of what was arguably the most intense Divine revelation ever experienced by any nation
or individual in history, when the Torah was given. Here, as well, the bulk of the Torah’s
laws were explained in detail, as God communicated with Moses over a period of almost
a full year. At the foot of the mountain, the Tabernacle was first set up, in which God again
revealed His presence to His people in the heavenly fire that consumed the daily sacrifices
on an ongoing basis. In short, it was at this exalted mountain that our people attained the
most sublime spiritual heights, thereby being freed from the confines of mundane exis-
tence and human experience.

In contrast, the commandments and human concerns that open parashat Behar are quite
mundane. The injunction to refrain from working the land in the seventh year entailed
grappling with very practical, material matters; the Torah itself seems to acknowledge this
as it addresses the skeptical question, “If you should wonder, “What will we eat in the sev-
enth year?””! From there, until the end of the parashah, the subject matter gets progressively
further from the spiritual heights we associate with Mount Sinai. We are told that should
we not refrain from agricultural pursuits during the seventh year, we will eventually be
forced to sell our assets, then our inheritance, then our home, then to borrow on interest.
If we do not stop this downward spiral of spiritual descent, we will ultimately have to sell
ourselves as slaves to a fellow Jew, then to a gentile, and then as an attendant in the service
of idolatry.? The depths to which a human being can sink in defiance of God’s law stand in
sharp contrast to the sublime images evoked by Mount Sinai.

The answer to this conundrum is, of course, that this contrast is intentional, that the

1. Below, 25:20.
2. Kiddushin 20b; Sifra 25:47, cited in Rashi et al on 26:1.
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OVERVIEW OF BEHAR

striking reference to Mount Sinai that constitutes the beginning and name of this parashah
is meant to inspire us and instruct us how to overcome the darkness of a world that encour-
ages and promotes the skeptical notions and degenerate materialism detailed in the rest of
the parashah.

On our own, we are indeed incapable of elevating our environment, since we are “stuck”
within it, functioning as a part of it. Nature follows the immutable laws of cause and effect,
of biological, psychological, and sociological determinism, and every aspect of our lives is
subject to these laws. As such, we are prisoners within nature, and, in the sages” words, “a
prisoner cannot free himself from his own imprisonment.”? Only a force from without can
release someone who is locked within.

It is the Torah—our link to God’s transcendent, infinite will —that endows us with the
ability to overcome the limitations of nature and the natural mentalities of our environ-
ment. The spiritual bond we forge with God through studying the Torah and observing
its commandments affords us the transcendent “strength” necessary to break out of the
downward cycle of spiritual degeneration. Thus, parashat Behar opens with an allusion to
the Giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai.

Yet, it is not enough to possess this inner strength; we have to be able to channel it into
our lives in order to make use of it. In order to channel Divine strength, we have to be self-
less, transparent, and devoid of any desire for self-aggrandizement. This ability, too, we
draw from the fact that God gave the Torah on Mount Sinai.

5

By naming this parashah with the single word Behar (“at the mountain”) rather than with
the full phrase Behar Sinai (“at Mount Sinai”), Jewish tradition has chosen to emphasize the
fact that the Torah was given on a mountain, rather than emphasize what mountain it was
given on.

Yet, we are told in the Midrash that God chose to give the Torah on Mount Sinai because
it was the lowest—i.e., humblest—mountain.? But if God meant to teach us humility, logic
would insist that He give the Torah in a valley, or at most on level ground. What is the
paradox implied in the lowest of mountains?

Although the importance of humility and self-abnegation before God’s will cannot be
overemphasized, integral to serving God is also a certain measure of pride.” A totally self-
less person will feel powerless when he encounters the challenges, doubts, cynicism, and
mockery of a world that obscures Godliness. After all, what credibility does he have to
stand up against these and oppose them? Hence, we must all be “mountains”; we must
master the art of asserting ourselves as the representatives of God on earth. This lesson is
so fundamental, so important, that the Shulchan Aruch, the Code of Jewish Law, opens with
it, as if to imply that our fulfillment of all the laws that follow depends upon internalizing
the awareness that we must never be ashamed in the face of scoffers, but boldly assert our
commitment to God’s laws at all times.

Still, personal pride—assuming the credit for our accomplishments—has no place in
Judaism. The constant awareness and consciousness of God that Judaism requires us to
maintain does not allow us any aggrandizement of personal dignity or self-importance.
The pride we are to feel is God’s pride: the recognition that we are charged with His mis-

3. Berachot 5b.
4. Targum Yonatan ben Uziel, Judges 5:5, Psalms 68:17; Midrash Tehillim 68:17; Likutei Torah 3:15b ff.
5. See Sotah 5a; Shabbat 67a (“Every Jew is a prince/ss” [i.e., God’s child]); Shulchan Aruch HaRav, Orach Chayim 1:1.
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OVERVIEW OF BEHAR

sion. This is the source of our dignity and the impudence we must manifest in order to
affront the cherished notions of the natural order. In fact, it is precisely true self-abnegation
that enables us to exhibit true self-assertion: when we have lost all sense of ego, we are
no longer aware of ourselves, including our self-abnegation; our consciousness of self has
been supplanted by our consciousness of God. We are no longer “us”; we are God acting
through us. Thus, the parashah is named Behar and not Behar Sinai, reflecting the fact that
total humility annihilates even the consciousness of our own humility (Sinai), leaving only
Divine self-assertion (Behar).

Thus, the mountain of choice for the Giving of the Torah was the most modest one,
Mount Sinai—a mountain, indeed, but a mountain of absolute humility.®

6. Sichot Kodesh 5740, vol. 2, pp. 86-91; Likutei Sichot, vol. 17, pp. 304-307; ibid., vol. 22, pp. 159-163; Sichot Kodesh 5737, p. 755.
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Leviticus 25:1-8 BEHAR

The Sabbatical Year

Gob spoke to Moses, continuing to communicate with him at the foot of'
Mount Sinai, saying,

“Speak to the Israelites. You must say to them: “As I have told you,> when you
enter the land that I am giving you, the land must periodically rest by observing
an agricultural Sabbath in honor of Gop and in acknowledgment of the fact that
He created the world.? Specifically —

Once you have conquered and settled the land, you must begin counting the
years. You may sow your field for six years, and you may prune your vineyard
for six years, gathering in the land’s produce,

but in the seventh year, the land must be given a complete rest; this is its Sab-
bath in honor of Gop.* You must not sow your field, nor may you prune your
vineyard.

During this year, you may only gather produce that has been declared ownerless.
If you do not declare the produce of your fields and vineyards ownerless, you may
not even reap the aftergrowth (i.e., whatever has grown on its own from the seed
that fell to the ground during) your previous harvest, and you may not pick the
grapes that you have set aside for yourself, for this year must be a year of rest for
the land with respect to ownership, too.

Once you have declared the produce that grows during the Sabbath of the land
ownerless, it will be yours to eat. It must be equally available for you, for your
Jewish bondmen and bondwomen, as well as for your non-Jewish hired worker
and resident alien who live with you.

All of its produce must also be made freely available to eat for your domestic
animals and for the undomesticated animals that are in your land, on an equal
basis. In other words, you may feed yourselves, your households, and your do-
mestic animals from any particular type of produce that you have stored away as
long as that type of produce is available and accessible in the fields or vineyards
for undomesticated animals. Once it has ceased to be available outside, you must
remove it from your storehouses, bring it into the open field, and declare it owner-
less. You may then gather it along with the rest of the people.

From then on, every seventh year must be observed in this way.

The Jubilee Year

Each period of six years of work followed by one sabbatical year will make up
one sabbatical cycle. In addition to counting the years for the purpose of observ-
ing the sabbatical year, you must count for yourself seven sabbatical cycles, i.e.,
seven years seven times, observing each seventh year as a sabbatical year. The
time-period of these seven sabbatical cycles will thus amount to 49 years.

1. Likutei Sichot, vol. 17, p. 279. 2. Exodus 23:10-12, 34:21; see also Deuteronomy 15:1-11, 31:10. 3. Exodus 20:9-11; Likutei Sichot,
vol. 12, pp. 108-113. 4. Likutei Sichot, vol. 12, p. 109, note 12.
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produce of the Jubilee year that you have stored away as long as that type of pro-
duce is also available for undomesticated animals to eat from the field. Once it has
ceased to be available outside, you must remove it from your property, bring it into
the open field, and declare it ownerless. You may then gather it along with the rest

of the people.

& A CLOSER LOOK =&

[12] Subject to specific limitations: The restric-
tions on the use of the produce of the sabbatical
and Jubilee years include:™

¢ It may only be consumed (in the case of pro-
duce usually consumed as food) or used (in
the case of produce usually used in some other
way, such as burning olive oil for light) for per-

14. Shevi’it 8; Mishneh Torah, Shemitah veYovel 5:1-12.

sonal use, not for monetary gain.
e It may not be bought, sold, or discarded.

e [t may only be used optimally, not in any way
that wastes more than is wasted in the course
of its usual use (e.g., food normally eaten
whole may not be juiced).
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Leviticus 25:9-12 BEHAR

Regardless of whether you will have observed the sabbatical years during this
49-year period, you must proclaim the following year, the 50*, to be a special
year, by means of shofar blasts: In the seventh month, Tishrei, on the 10" of that
month, i.e.,, on the Day of Atonement, you must proclaim this year to be special
by sounding the shofar throughout your land.

Even if the high court sees fit in the future to prohibit the blowing of the shofar
when Rosh HaShanah occurs on the Sabbath,® this prohibition need not extend to
Yom Kippur of the 50" year that occurs on the Sabbath.®

Although you are to blow the shofar only on Yom Kippur, you—via your rep-
resentatives, the court—must sanctify the 50" year from its beginning, 10 days
earlier, by declaring it to begin on that day.”

On Yom Kippur of this year, you must proclaim freedom throughout the land for
all Jewish bondservants —whether they were indentured by the court in order to
pay back what they stole® or they indentured themselves out of destitution’—even
if their original term of service is not yet up. The release afforded by this year ap-
plies only to those bondservants who live in the Land of Israel."

You must designate this year as the Jubilee, so named after the horn of the ram
(yovel) blown to announce it.

During this year, each of you must return to his landed property; thus, you must
return any fields that you have purchased to their original owners.

Together with the other bondservants who are released during this year, each of
you whose term of service has been extended by having his ears pierced'' must
also return to his family.

Even though the release of bondservants begins only on Yom Kippur, the obser-
vance of the Jubilee year does not extend until Yom Kippur of the following year.
You must treat only the 50™ year itself as the Jubilee and not apply any of its laws
to any part of the year following.

Regarding agricultural work, this year must be treated just like the sabbatical year:
you must not sow your fields or prune your vineyards. You must also declare this
year’s produce ownerless; unless you do, you may not even reap its aftergrowth,
and you may not pick the grapes that you had set aside for yourself.

It is the Jubilee year: its holiness extends to its produce, rendering its use sub-
ject to specific limitations. Among these limitations is selling the produce commer-
cially; you may only sell small amounts in order to purchase other articles. If you
do purchase something with the proceeds of the sale of this year’s produce, the
sanctity of the produce (together with the attendant limitations on its use) transfers
to the purchased article; however, the original produce remains holy for you'?—it
cannot be “redeemed” out of its sanctity, as other consecrated items can." The pro-
duce of the sabbatical year possesses similar sanctity.

Like the produce of the sabbatical year, you may only eat any particular type of

5. Rosh HaShanah 4:1. 6. Mishneh Torah, Shemitah veYovel 10:12. 7. See Rosh HaShanah 8b and Mishneh Torah, Shemitah veYovel 10:14.
8. Exodus 21:2; Deuteronomy 15:12. 9. Below, v. 40. 10. Likutei Sichot, vol. 17, p. 250, note 13. 11. Exodus 21:3-6; Deuteronomy
15:16-17. 12. Likutei Sichot, vol. 12, p. 133, note 23. 13. See below, 27:13, 15, 19, 27, 31.
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and then perform them. Then you will live on the land securely. If, however, you
neglect the observance of the sabbatical year, you will forfeit the privilege of dwell-

ing in your land.?

15. V. 10, above. 16. Above, v. 12. 17. Rashi on 26:1, below. 18. Above, 19:35-37. 19. Tosefta, Bava Kama 10:15; Bava Kama 113ab;
Mishneh Torah, Geneivah 7:8. See below, v. 50; Deuteronomy 25:13-16. 20. See Exodus 22:20; above, 19:33; Deuteronomy 23:17.
21. 19:14, above; Likutei Sichot, vol. 27, p. 146, note 37. 22. See below, 26:33-34.
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Leviticus 25:13-18 BEHAR

As just stated,” during this Jubilee Year, each of you must return to his land-
ed property, meaning that all landed property that had been purchased during
the previous 49 years must be returned to its original owner. This injunction in-
cludes the case of a person who purchases his father’s field from the individual to
whom the father sold it; the son must return this field to his father at the onset of
the Jubilee year.

As mentioned, ' it is forbidden to deal commercially in produce
of the sabbatical or Jubilee years. If a person transgresses this prohibition, he will
suffer monetary loss and eventually be forced to sell some of his personal (non-
landed) property in order to pay for his sustenance. Hence, I will now review some
of the laws of selling personal property:"

As you have been taught,'® you must not cheat in business dealings, whether with
Jews or with non-Jews." Thus, when you sell something to your fellow Jew or
buy something from your fellow Jew, you must not cheat one another. On the
contrary, you must assist your fellow Jew by trying to buy from him and sell to
him whenever possible.

Therefore, when you purchase land, you must purchase it from your fellow
Jew while reducing the price according to the number of years that have elapsed
since the previous Jubilee year. For his part, he must sell you his land according to
the number of years the land is expected to produce crops until the next such year.

Thus, the more the remaining years, the more you (as the seller) may increase
your offer for its purchase price; the fewer the remaining years, the more you (as
the buyer) may decrease your offer for its purchase price. The price is prorated
because the landowner is selling you not the land outright—since the land must
return to him in the Jubilee year —but is merely leasing the land to you so you can
produce a specific number of crops. In this way, both of you will be ensured of not
cheating each other.

In any case, once he sells you his land, he may redeem it only after two years have
elapsed since the sale.

Besides not cheating each other by buying or selling at unfair prices, none of
you may taunt your fellow Jew? or, as you have been told,” mislead him by giv-
ing him business advice that is in your best interest rather than his, even if it is
not to his detriment. Even though you may be able to deceive other people into
believing that you advised him in his interest, you cannot deceive Me; you must
therefore fear your God. I am Gop, who may be relied upon to punish you if you
transgress this prohibition.

The Sabbatical Year, continued

You must carry out My rules pertaining to the sabbatical year, and safeguard
My ordinances pertaining to the sabbatical year by studying them thoroughly,
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live financially sound lives, when we see our non-
Jewish neighbors, who are not “handicapped” by
any of these obligations, struggling to earn their
livelihood?

This is the lesson of the Sabbatical year. If we do
what God requires, He will bless us—not only spiri-
tually, but materially as well.”

I will command My blessing for you in the sixth
year: Allegorically, the six years during which work
is permitted are compared to the six millennia of
the world’s present state of existence. The seventh
year corresponds to the seventh millennium, when
the world will “rest” from its present state. Thus,
we are now in the latter part of the sixth millenni-
um, i.e., towards the end of the sixth “year.”

In this context, the same question posed in the pre-
ceding verse applies: Aware of how the Divine con-
sciousness and spiritual strength of the latter gen-
erations cannot compare to that of the earlier ones,
we may wonder: how can it be that the sixth “year,”
the weakest one, will be the one to provide for the
seventh? How can our feeble attempts at Divine
service usher in the Redemption, when that of our
holy ancestors did not?

To this, God replies that in the merit of our simple
faith, expressed in our dedication to our Divine
mission despite all obstacles and beyond the con-
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straints of logic, He will increase the yield of the
“sixth year,” and bring us the Redemption.

Moreover, there are three levels of redemption, al-
luded to in the verse, “He will bring us to life after
two days; on the third day, He will raise us up and
we will live before Him.”* The first level is the pre-
paratory period before the advent of the Messiah, in
which we experience a foretaste of messianic real-
ity as we witness the final days of exile. The second
level is the period immediately after the coming of
the Messiah, in which the world will once again
function as it is meant to, but still within the limita-
tions of nature. This is the period the sages referred
to when they that “the only difference between
this world and the messianic era is with regard to
the subjugation [of the Jewish people] under the
[non-Jewish] nations.”? The third level will begin
with the Resurrection of the Dead and be character-
ized by a complete existential reversal of nature, in
which what we presently consider miraculous will
become natural .

Thus, in this context, God’s promise that the sixth
year will produce enough for three years means
that the merit of our dedication to our Divine mis-
sion throughout the sixth millennium will suffice to
bring us to all the three following “years,” the full
flowering of the final Redemption.?’

25. Likutei Sichot vol. 2, pp. 548-549. 26. Hosea 6:2. 27. Berachot 34b. 28. Or HaTorah, Nach, vol. 1, pp. 433-434. 29. Likutei Sichot,

vol. 27, p. 190.
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Leviticus 25:19-22 BEHAR

Moreover, if you observe the sabbati-
cal year properly, the land will yield its produce, you will eat to satiety, for the
food will be miraculously filling,” and you will live upon the land securely, i.e.,
without fear of drought.

If, now that you have heard these assurances of abundance and satiety, you
should wonder, “What, indeed, will we eat in the seventh year? How will these
blessings be materialized?* We cannot sow and reap a harvest, and moreover,
we cannot even gather our produce that grows by itself—such as fruit and the
aftergrowth of the preceding harvest—into our homes, for it all must be declared
ownerless!”

Know then, that I will command My blessing for you in the sixth year, and it
will yield enough produce for the better part of three years: the second half of the
sixth year, after the harvest in Nisan; the entire seventh year; and until Nisan of the
eighth year, when you can harvest what you sowed in Marcheshvan of that year.

for you will sow in Marcheshvan of the eighth year, while still eating from the
old, sixth-year crops. You will then harvest the eighth-year crop in Nisan of that
year, but nonetheless, you will still eat mostly from the old crop while the eighth-
year crop remains in the fields and granaries to dry, as usual, until Tishrei of the
ninth year, which is the time of the arrival of its crop from the fields and granaries
into your homes.

Moreover, once every 50 years, when the 49* year —which is a sabbatical year—is

followed by the Jubilee year, in which agricultural work is also forbidden—I will
make the sixth year yield enough produce for four years!

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

I will command My blessing for you in the sixth
year, and it will yield produce for three years: Al-
though we should strive to understand the lessons
that God’s commandments hold for us, we should
not fall prey to the tendency to rationalize them,
i.e,, to think that the logical benefits we discern in
fulfilling the commandments is the their ultimate
purpose. For example, with regard to the sabbatical
year, it is very tempting to suppose that it is nothing
more than a means of naturally improving the fer-
tility of the soil. After planting for six years in a row,
the nutrients in the ground need to be replenished,
and so we leave it fallow for a year. After the rest,
the field will understandably produce more and bet-
ter produce than it did before.

The most serious danger in rationalizing the com-
mandments lies in proceeding to the next logical
step: presuming to evaluate the relevance of the
commandments based on the rational explanation
for them we suppose to be their purpose. In the case
of the sabbatical year, for example, we could think

that with modern agronomical advances, such as
crop rotation and fertilization, etc., there is no need
to let the land lie fallow for a year, so the observance
of the sabbatical year is no longer relevant.

It is in order to disprove this argument that God
promised His blessings specifically for the sixth
year. Were the purpose of the commandment to al-
low the soil to be replenished, we would expect the
Torah to promise increased yields in the years fol-
lowing the fallow year. By promising the increased
production in the sixth year —which should natural-
ly be the weakest—God shows us that it is specifi-
cally and exclusively His blessing that is the source
of the increased production.

Although the laws of the sabbatical year apply only
in the Land of Israel, its lessons are applicable in
our day-to-day lives wherever we live. As Jews, we
must spend time every day in prayer and studying
the Torah study; we must give charity and support
Jewish schools and yeshivas; we cannot work on
the Sabbath and the holidays. How can we hope to

23. See Genesis 23:2, 24:67; below, 26:5; Deuteronomy 11:15. 24. Likutei Sichot, vol. 27, pp. 183-188.
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commercially with produce of the sabbatical or Jubilee years, he will incur still
greater loss and be forced to sell his home. Hence, I will now review some of the

laws of selling houses:*

In contrast to farmland, when a man sells a residential house situated inside a
city that was walled when you entered the Promised Land —even if it is no longer
walled when the house is sold* —its redemption may take place only until the
end of the year of its sale. Thus, its period of redemption is one full year.

38. Rashi on 26:1, below. 39. Rashi on v. 30, below.
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Leviticus 25:23-29 BEHAR

Real Estate

As stated,” in the Jubilee year you must return all land you may have purchased
during the previous 49 years to its original owners. This injunction is also subject
to a passive commandment: The land must not be sold in such a way as to sever
it permanently from its original owner. Do not feel as though you have been dealt
with unjustly by having to return the land that you paid for, for the land belongs
to Me. You should never consider yourselves the land’s owners, for in reality, you
are transient sojourners and temporary residents dwelling with Me on My land.

For the same reason, throughout the land of your possession, you must also al-
low the land its redemption before the beginning of the Jubilee year, according to
the following rules:

Land should only be sold on account of destitution; even under
such circumstances, one should never sell all his land, but always leave some for
himself to live off of.

It was mentioned that it is forbidden to deal commercially with produce of the
sabbatical or Jubilee years,” and that if a person transgresses this prohibition, he
will suffer financial loss and eventually be forced to sell some of his personal (non-
landed) property in order to pay for his sustenance.* If he nonetheless continues
to deal commercially with produce of the sabbatical or Jubilee years, he will incur
even greater loss and be forced to sell his landed property. Hence, I will now re-
view some of the laws of selling landed property:*

If your brother Israelite becomes destitute and therefore sells some of his in-
herited land, this land may later be “redeemed,” i.e., repurchased: His redeemer
who is related to him may, two years after the sale,* come forth and redeem that
which his relative had sold. The purchaser may not refuse to sell back the land.

If a man does not have a relative who has the means to act as the redeemer of
his land, but he obtains sufficient means on his own to afford its redemption,

he must calculate the years for which the land has been sold, i.e., the number
of years from the sale until the Jubilee year, and return the difference between the
sale price and the prorated value of the years remaining until the Jubilee year to
the man to whom he sold it, and then he may return to his inheritance.

But if he cannot afford enough to repay the purchaser the full prorated amount
due him, he may not redeem his land piecemeal; his land-sale must remain in the
possession of the one who has purchased it until the beginning of the Jubilee
year. It must go out of the purchaser’s possession in the Jubilee year and revert to
the original owner’s inheritance.

It was mentioned that it is forbidden
to deal commercially with produce of the sabbatical or Jubilee years;* that if a
person transgresses this prohibition, he will suffer financial loss and eventually
be forced to sell some of his personal (non-landed) property in order to pay for
his sustenance;*® and that if he continues to do so, he will incur even greater loss
and be forced to sell his landed property.” If, even after this, he continues to deal

30. Above, vv. 10, 13. 31. Above, v. 12. 32. Above, v. 14. 33. Rashi on 26:1, below. 34. Above, v. 16. 35. Above, v. 12. 36. Above,
v. 14. 37. Above, v. 25.
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year. The rules governing the redemption of a consecrated field are different for
Levites, however: A field from the outer strip of land surrounding the open areas
of the Levites’ cities cannot be “sold” to the priests in this manner, because it is
the Levites’ eternal inheritance. It does not become the permanent property of the
priests in the Jubilee year (whether or not the treasurer sold it to a third party), and
the Levite may redeem it even after that year.

These special rules apply only to the Levites’ original 48 cities, not to any addition-
al cities they may build for themselves afterward, nor to any house that a Levite
owns in some other city.*

42. Rashi on v. 33, above.
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Leviticus 25:30-34 BEHAR

If it is not redeemed by the end of a complete year since its sale, then that
house in the city that had a surrounding wall when you entered the land will re-
main permanently the property of the person who purchased it, throughout his
generations. It will not leave his possession in the Jubilee year, even if the Jubilee
year begins during the year of its sale.

In contrast to houses in walled cities, houses in open cities that do not have
a surrounding wall are to be considered, for the purpose of redemption, as the
field of the land, and may therefore be redeemed throughout the entire period
between the sale and the beginning of the Jubilee year. But whereas fields may be
redeemed only beginning two years after their sale, such houses must be allowed
their redemption even immediately after their sale, if the original owner or his
relative can afford it; there is no two-year minimum wait. Otherwise, the house
will leave the purchaser’s possession in the Jubilee year.

Type of Property May be Redeemed... In the Jubilee Year...
Field after two years from sale | returns to the original owner
House in a walled city | until end of one year remains in the possession of the
from sale purchaser
House in an open city | immediately returns to the original owner

Figure 1. Redemption of Real Estate

You will be taught later* that when you enter the land, you must set aside
48 cities for the Levites to live in, and that these cities are to be surrounded by a
1000-cubit strip of open space, which is further surrounded by another 1000-cubit
strip of cultivatable land. Regarding the cities of the Levites: the Levites will have
unlimited rights of redemption both of the houses of their cities and of their
landed property. They will not have to wait two years to redeem their fields, and
will be able to redeem their houses even after a year subsequent to the sale.

If someone purchases a house—or even an entire city—from the Levites, the

purchased house or inherited city will leave the possession of the purchaser in
the Jubilee year and return to the Levites, because the houses of the cities of the
Levites are their sole inherited property amid the Israelites. They will not be al-
lotted any other tribal inheritance as will the rest of the tribes.
The rule that the Levites have unlimited rights of redemption applies also if the
Levite who is redeeming a house or an entire city is doing so from other Levites,
i.e., a Levite relative who has redeemed the house or city from a non-Levite buyer.
Likewise, if the house or city is not repurchased by its original owners from the
Levite redeemer by the beginning of the Jubilee year, the redeemed house or in-
herited city will automatically leave the possession of this Levite redeemer in the
Jubilee year and return to its original owners, for the same reason.

You will be taught later*' that a person may consecrate his field to the Temple
treasury, and if he does so, he may afterwards redeem it until the Jubilee year; and
that further, if he fails to redeem it by then (or someone else redeems it before he
has a chance to), it becomes the permanent property of the priests in the Jubilee

40. Numbers 35:1-8. 41. Below, 27:16-21.
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to us, and thus our money is “working” for us. We
may therefore be said to have earned the profit that
the venture returns. In contrast, a loan transfers the
ownership of the principal to the borrower with
no more than an obligation to repay it later. Thus,
taking interest on a loan is profiting from someone
else’s effort without having participated in that ef-
fort. The lender is collecting interest based only
upon the fact that the money used to belong to him.

As such, taking interest on a loan is the very an-
tithesis of the way God intended the world to run.
God created the world in such a way that we must
work for our achievements. Both spiritual and ma-
terial reward is achieved only through effort. In the
words of the sages, “If someone says to you, ‘I have
toiled but not found [results],” do not believe him.
If he says, ‘I have not toiled, but nonetheless found
[results]” do not believe him either. Only if he says,
‘Thave toiled and found [results],” believe him.”*°

To be sure, God could have arranged for us to re-
ceive His beneficence without having to earn it;
this would have seemed to better accord with His
intrinsic benevolence. But then we would have felt
like the objects of charity, or worse, like parasites.
We would have been denied both any sense of ac-
complishment and the great satisfaction of enjoying
the fruits of our labors.
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Moreover, God not only rewards us for our ef-
forts but assures us that they are productive, for
He knows that even the greatest reward will not
satisfy a worker who feels that his work is point-
less. This, in fact, was how the Egyptians tried to
demoralize the Jewish people—not merely by
making them work, but by making them perform
utterly useless tasks.!

One who lends on interest is therefore contraven-
ing the fundamental principle of Judaism, denying
the notion that the reward should be dependent
upon and commensurate with the effort expended.
The sages therefore assert that “Whoever accepts
the yoke of [not lending with] interest has accept-
ed the yoke of the kingdom of heaven; whoever
rejects the yoke of [not lending with] interest has
rejected the yoke of the kingdom of heaven.”>

From a somewhat deeper perspective, it could be
argued that loaning on interest does not deny the
principle of “reward for effort” completely; after
all, the lender has enabled the borrower to invest
and reap profits, and would seem to deserve some
compensation for having done so.

The crucial point, however, is that taking interest
on a loan is receiving reward for a past deed: the
one-time act that took place at the beginning of

50. Megilah 6b. 51. See on Exodus 1:13; below, on v. 43. 52. Sifra on this verse.
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Leviticus 25:35-38 BEHAR

Charity and Interest

If, even after this,* an individual continues to deal commercially with produce
of the sabbatical or Jubilee years, he will incur still greater financial loss and be
forced to borrow money at interest. Hence, I will now review some of the laws of
charity and interest:*

If your brother Israelite is becoming destitute, then you must take pains to sup-
port him, i.e., come to his financial aid, as soon as his “hand,” i.e., his financial
power, begins to falter beside you, so that he can continue to live with you in
financial solvency, for it is far easier to help him before his financial collapse than
afterward. You must demonstrate this concern for him even if he be a convert, and
even if he be a resident alien, who can only partially be considered your “brother.”
If he ultimately does become destitute, you must loan him money or give him a
gift of charity, as you have been taught* and will be taught in greater detail later.*

When you loan him money, you must not take interest from him, as you have
been taught.” This offense is so serious that I now repeat it: You must not take
interest from him! I know that you will be tempted to consider interest just com-
pensation for the earnings your funds would have produced had you not loaned
them to your fellow, so I therefore admonish you: You must fear your God and re-
sist this temptation. You might also be tempted to pretend that the money you are
lending your fellow is really that of a non-Jew and that you are exacting interest
from your fellow on behalf of this non-Jew; I therefore admonish you: You must
fear your God, for I know the truth. Rather, enable your brother Israelite to live
with you in financial solvency by loaning him money interest-free.

The prohibition against taking interest applies regardless of the form of the
loan: You must not give him your money on the condition of being paid back
with interest; similarly, you must not give him your food or anything else on the
condition of being paid back with interest.

I am Gop, your God, who took you out of Egypt: Just as I was able to discern
who was and who was not a firstborn in Egypt, so can I tell if you loan someone
your money pretending that it is a non-Jew’s. Furthermore, I took you out of Egypt
on the condition that you accept My commandments, even if they be difficult, such
as this one,* and in order to give you Canaan as your reward for fulfilling all My
commandments—so rest assured that your reward will be commensurate with the
difficulty of fulfilling the commandment. Finally, I took you out of Egypt to give
you Canaan in order to be a God to you, for the Promised Land is more receptive
to Divine consciousness than any other place in the world;* therefore, relatively
speaking, I consider Myself God to whomever lives in it, and consider whoever
leaves it to be an idolater.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

You must not take interest: There is a subtle  investment and from a loan. When we invest in a
yet crucial difference between profiting from an financial venture, the money we invest still belongs

43. See above, v. 29. 44. Rashi on 26:1, below. 45. Exodus 22:24. 46. Deuteronomy 15:7-11. 47. Exodus 22:24. See also Deuteronomy
23:20-21. 48. Likutei Sichot, vol. 8, p. 97, note 27; ibid., p. 98, note 29. 49. Cf. Exodus 15:17.
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tures himself to you, you are obligated to feed these children throughout his term of
service.* When his term of service is up (or terminated by the Jubilee year), he must
leave you—thereby ending your obligation to feed him and his children with him.
He must return to his family and reassume the social status of his fathers. No one
is allowed to despise him or belittle him on account of his having been a bondman.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

the transaction. In contrast, taking a return on an
investment is receiving reward for the ongoing
involvement that continues throughout the life of
the investment. In this sense, too, taking interest
is fundamentally opposed to how God wants the
world to run. God does not “loan” us the powers
He grants us, as a one-time act; He “invests” them
in us, remaining intimately involved in our efforts
to reap the rewards of our efforts. Denying His in-
volvement in our lives is a form of deism, a heresy
totally inimical to the notion of Divine providence
that lies at the core of Jewish belief.

God has woven into the fabric of creation the mech-
anism that He will behave toward us in the same
way that we behave towards our fellows. In this
vein, the sages’ statement, “Know what is above
you”® can be understood according to its literal
translation, “know [that] what is above [is] from
you.”® Similarly, the phrase “God is your shade”®
is interpreted to mean, “God is your shadow,” i.e.,
He “mimics” our behavior towards others in His
behavior toward us.®

Thus, when we forego interest on our loans, God
responds in kind: He not only grants us the initial
potential to be successful both materially and
spiritually but continues to assist us throughout
our labors. When someone takes interest, God
also responds in kind: He grants him the initial
potential but refrains from extending him ongoing

supernatural assistance.

It is in this sense that the sages, explaining the
mention of the Exodus in connection with the pro-
hibition against interest,® tell us that “whoever
acknowledges the commandment [not to take] in-
terest acknowledges the Exodus from Egypt; who-
ever denies the commandment [not to take] inter-
est denies the Exodus from Egypt.””® As we have
seen,”’ the Hebrew name for “Egypt” (2°787) means
“limitations,” so “going out of Egypt” means being
released from the limitations of the nature, which is
exactly how God treats us when we forego taking
interest on our loans.

In a more abstract sense, resting on our laurels and
relying on past successes is a form of taking interest.
For example, once we have expended efforts in edu-
cating our children, students, or anyone else over
whom we have had any influence, and have suc-
ceeded in inspiring them to teach others, we might
be tempted to “retire” in order to focus exclusively
on our own spiritual development, confidant that
we will duly receive our share of the sublime rev-
elations of Divinity they elicit by inspiring others.
However, benefiting from the results of such past
labor is like taking interest on a past loan, the inter-
est of which is forbidden. In contrast, if we continue
to disseminate Judaism just as we taught them to,
our work with them remains an “investment,” the
“interest” from which is rightfully due us.”?

64. Likutei Sichot, vol. 22, pp. 150-157. 65. Avot 2:1 66. Tzava’at HaRibash (ed. Kehot) 142; Likutei Amarim (ed. Kehot) 195; Or Torah
(ed. Kehot) 480; see also HaYom Yom, 13 Iyar. 67.Psalms 121:5. 68. Keter Shem Tov (ed. Kehot, 2004), addendum 78 (= addendum
601in 1998 and prior editions). 69. V. 38. 70. Sifra on this verse. 71. On Exodus 6:2, 12-13; “Inner Dimensions” on Exodus 1:15, 8:12,
12:14-15. 72. Likutei Sichot, vol. 3, pp. 1007-1012.
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Leviticus 25:39-41 BEHAR

The Hebrew Bondman

If, even after the above-mentioned warn-
ings,” an individual continues to deal commercially with produce of the sabbatical
or Jubilee years, he will incur still greater financial loss and be forced to indenture
himself as a bondman, as follows:*

As you have been taught,” the court can indenture someone as a bondman if he
steals something and cannot otherwise afford to pay back the value of what he has
stolen. A man (but not a woman®) can also indenture himself as a bondman if he
becomes so poor that he has no other way to support himself.

If your brother Israelite becomes destitute, even though he is living with you and
you are commanded not to let him become destitute,” and he is indentured to
you as a bondman, you must nevertheless not work him with labor that makes
him appear to be a bondman, i.e., publicly degrading work such as carrying your
clothes behind you in public or putting your boots on you in public.

Rather, he must be employed by you as would be an employee or a hired resi-
dent: give him honorable craftwork to do and treat him respectfully. Just like a
bondman who was indentured by the court in order to pay off his theft, he must
work for six years, the sole difference being that he may only work with you until
the beginning of the Jubilee Year. If this year occurs in the middle of his term of
service, he goes free.

If the self-indentured bondman decides to remain in your service beyond his six-
year term, you must take him to the court and pierce his right ear, just as is done
with a bondman who was indentured by the court in order to pay back his theft.*®
He is given the relatively light punishment of having his ear pierced® since he only
indentured himself on account of his abject poverty. Nonetheless, his right ear is
pierced, because the right, better ear signifies proper use of the power of hearing.
He heard Me say ‘For the Israelites are servants to Me; they are My servants!"® on
Mount Sinai, but he nonetheless went and found himself another master, and is not
bothered by this—as evidenced by the fact that he is in no hurry to be a free man.
(He is certainly not destitute now, since his master had to feed him and his family
during his period of service, he has the money he was bought for, and his master
will give him gifts when he releases him.®") The ear is pierced against a door, which
in turn must be standing upright like a doorpost, because the door and doorpost
were witnesses, so to speak, to how I liberated the people from slavery in Egypt,®
and this individual nonetheless chose to prolong his period of service.®® After this
procedure, he must serve you until the Jubilee year.

Although it might seem that by indenturing himself, the bondman agreed to sub-
sist on whatever diet you might be inclined to provide him—even the most mea-
ger—you must nonetheless feed him properly, even if this detail was not stipulated
when he was indentured. Furthermore, if the bondman has children when he inden-

53. See above, v. 35. 54. Rashi on 26:1, below. 55. Exodus 21:2-6, 22:2; see also Deuteronomy 15:12-18. 56. Mishneh Torah, Avadim
1:2. 57. Above, v. 35. 58. Exodus 21:2-6; Rashi on Exodus 21:6. 59. It was customary for men in those times to pierce their ears (see
Exodus 32:2-3). 60. Below, v. 55. 61. Deuteronomy 15:14. 62. Exodus 12:7. 63. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, pp. 89-97.
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when the Sabbath comes, the “seventh year” when
we are supposed to go free, we are loathe to release
ourselves from the exhilaration of our work.

The Torah therefore teaches us that this is not right.
We were created to serve God: to study His Torah
and to fulfill His commandments. Since God cre-
ated us for this purpose, He has certainly provided
us with the wherewithal to implement it. Even
when we work during the week, we must not con-
sider ourselves enslaved to our work; rather, we
should work in order to use the fruits of our labors
for holy purposes. And on the Sabbath, we should
rise completely above any association with our
mundane lives.

By thus liberating ourselves from our personal
enslavement, we hasten the general Redemption,
when the whole world will be free to pursue spiri-
tuality and Divinity unhindered.”

& RASHI 3
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You must not work him with backbreaking la-
bor: As mentioned above,”” working without pur-
pose is demoralizing and can even drive a person
insane, whereas working with purpose—even if
the task requires extraordinary effort—is richly re-
warding. The satisfaction we gain from the sense of
accomplishment is greater even than that which we
derive from the wages we earn.”

A wealthy landowner found it relaxing to observe his la-
borers rhythmically swinging their scythes, harvesting
the wheat in his fields. Wishing to enjoy the same peace
of mind constantly, he approached one of the peasants
with a proposition:

"I will pay you double your wages,” he told the peasant,
“to stand in my living room and swing your scythe.”
The peasant agreed with undisguised excitement, as he
would be doubling his pay while considerably easing his

workload. [continues...]

76. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, pp. 97-98. 77. On v. 36. 78. Sefer HaMa’amarim Kuntreisim, vol. 1, p. 210.
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Leviticus 25:42-46 BEHAR

For even though he was your servant for a time, they —the Jewish people—are,
in reality, My servants, whom I brought out of Egypt. My deed of purchase, so to
speak, predates yours. Thus, you all carry the distinction and prestige of being My
servants, and therefore, when one of you is indentured as a bondman to another
Israelite, it is not such an ignominy. For this reason, you may indeed be indentured
as bondmen to one another, but by the same token, you must not treat your Israel-
ite bondman as a true bondman but as an employee.”

Accordingly, Israelite bondmen must not be indentured as a non-Jewish slave is
sold, i.e., publicly, publicizing their names and forcing them to stand on a platform
so prospective buyers can examine them.”

In addition to not shaming the bondman in public, you must not work him
even privately with backbreaking, i.e., demoralizing or unusual labor, by having
him do unnecessary jobs or tasks for which you specify no time-limit. Even though
you may be able to deceive other people into believing that you are not working
him this way, you cannot deceive Me; you must therefore fear your God and do
what I say.

Non-Jewish Bondservants

You will be taught later” that you must either kill or expel all members of the
seven Canaanite nations currently occupying the Land of Israel. Thus, since, as just
stated, you must not give your Jewish bondservants menial tasks, and you cannot
employ any of the present occupants of the land for this purpose, it follows that the
only male bondmen or female bondwomen whom you may possess for menial
labor must come from the non-Jewish nations who reside not within the borders
of the Promised Land but around you, outside its borders. You may only purchase
non-Jewish male bondmen or female bondservants from them.

National identity among non-Jewish nations is transmitted patrilineally; thus,
you are not required to kill or expel children of Canaanite women if these children
are fathered by men from other non-Jewish nations. Therefore, you may also pur-
chase bondservants from among the children of female Canaanite residents who
happen to live among you, as well as—if these children have their own families —
from their family who happens to live among you, to whom they gave birth in
your land from non-Canaanite fathers. If you purchase such bondservants, they
too will become part of your estate.

You may retain ownership of them for your children after you as an inherited
estate, and may thus have them work for you forever, i.e., with no limitations on
their term of service. But as for your brethren, the Israelites, no man—not even
a tribal prince or your king—may work his brother Israelite with backbreaking,
i.e.,, demoralizing or unusual labor.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

They are My servants: Some of us are so en-  week that it seems as if we have sold ourselves into
slaved to our work during the six days of the work-  the service of another person for six years. Even

73. Likutei Sichot, vol. 32, pp. 165-167. 74.1Ibid., pp. 161-165. 75. Deuteronomy 20:16.
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chase price will then be divided by that number of years: the result will then be
considered his working rate during his term as a hired worker.

If there are still many years remaining until the Jubilee year, he must accord-
ingly return his redemption money to his purchaser out of the money for which

he was purchased.

Similarly, if only a few years remain until the Jubilee year, he must make the
same calculation. He must return the redemption money to the purchaser accord-
ing to his years that remain until the Jubilee year.

After several hours of his imaginary labor, however, the
peasant quit. Even when the landowner offered to further
double his wages, he refused. "When I don't see the result
of my actions,” he declared, "it is impossible to work.”

The efforts we are required to expend in studying

87. Likutei Sichot, vol. 3, p. 1010.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

the Torah and fulfilling its commandments may
be great, but we know that our efforts here be-
low have profound influence on the cosmic realm
above. Our knowledge of the effect of our efforts in
the spiritual realms enables us to perform it with
strength, vitality, and joy."
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Leviticus 25:47-52 BEHAR

The Hebrew Bondman, continued

If an individual indentured himself to another Jew as a bond-
man as a result of becoming impoverished on account of having dealt commer-
cially in produce of the sabbatical or Jubilee years,” and continues to transgress
this prohibition after completing his term of service, he will again incur financial
loss, but this time be forced this time to indenture himself as a bondman to a non-
Jew, as follows:®

As you know, if a non-Jew renounces idolatry, i.e., accepts monotheism, you will
be allowed to let him live in your land as a “resident alien.” You have also seen®
and will see further®> how you must treat such a resident alien equitably and even
charitably. Nevertheless, notwithstanding his commendable acceptance of mono-
theism, his reluctance to consummate this undertaking by converting to Judaism
indicates that he is still attached to his non-Jewish mindset and/or milieu. You must
therefore ensure that in your dealings with him, he be influenced by your commit-
ment to Judaism rather than you be influenced by his ambivalent attitudes toward
such a commitment. Indeed, I assure you that if you influence him, he will succeed
in his material endeavors, but if he influences you, you will fail in yours.* Thus, if
aresident alien gains financial means, it will be on account of associating with you
and coming under your influence, and if your brother Israelite becomes destitute,
it may well be on account of associating with him and coming under his influence.

For this same reason, I forbid you to indenture yourselves as bondmen to resident
aliens if you become destitute; you may only indenture yourselves to your fellow
Jews.® Nonetheless, if your brother Israelite is indentured in his destitution as a
bondman to a resident alien among you, or worse, to serve as an attendant of an
idol of the non-Jewish family of a convert or resident alien, the sale is valid, and
the Israelite may remain in the employ of the resident alien or idolatrous cult until
the beginning of the Jubilee year, even if this be more than six years from the date
of the sale.® If the bondman has children when he indentures himself to his non-
Jewish employer, the employer is obligated to feed these children throughout the
bondman’s term of service.*

Nonetheless, after he is indentured, he must have unlimited rights of redemp-
tion. One of his brothers must redeem him immediately in order to prevent him
from assimilating into non-Jewish culture.

If the brothers cannot redeem him immediately, then either his uncle or his
cousin must redeem him; or, if they cannot, the next closest relative from his
family must redeem him; or, if none of his relatives can redeem him immediately,
then when he becomes able to afford it, he can be redeemed on his own.

This redemption must be conducted as a fair and equitable business transac-
tion; whoever redeems him must calculate with his purchaser how many years
elapsed from the year he was indentured to him until the Jubilee year. The pur-

79. See above, v. 39. 80.Rashi on 26:1, below. 81. Above, vv. 6, 35. See also Exodus 20:10 (and Deuteronomy 5:14), 23:12.
82. Deuteronomy 10:18-19, 14:21, 29, 16:11, 14, 24:14, 26:12, 31:12. 83. See Deuteronomy 28:43-44. 84. Above, vv. 39-43. 85. Rashi
on v. 54, below. 86. Ibid.
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Leviticus 25:53-26:2 BEHAR

He must be considered by his purchaser as an employee hired on a yearly
basis. The purchaser must not oppress him with backbreaking—i.e., demoral-
izing or unusual—labor; if the purchaser does so in your sight, the purchaser will
understand any lack of response on your part as tacit approval.

If he is not redeemed through any of these ways, he must leave his non-Jewish
employer in the Jubilee year—thus ending his employer’s obligation to feed him
and his children with him.

He must be redeemed because the Israelites are servants to Me; they —
the Jewish people—are, in reality, My servants, whom I brought out of Egypt.
My deed of purchase, so to speak, predates that of any other purchaser. I am Gob,
your God; we are so intimately bound that whenever you are enslaved, it is asif I,
so to speak, am also enslaved.

Inasmuch as I did not bring the non-Jew out of Egypt and thereby make him part
of My inner circle of personal servants, so to speak, he does not carry this distinc-
tion or prestige. Therefore, although you can indeed be indentured to other Israel-
ites as bondmen,* you cannot technically be indentured to non-Jews as bondmen,
since that would conflict with your already-operative subjugation to Me as My ser-
vants. Rather, when you indenture yourself to him you do so only as an employee,
i.e., you work for him, but you do not become his.*

Even if you indenture yourself as an attendant to an idol, you must not in-
terpret this Divine providence as My implicit approval that you engage in this
idol’s cult: As you have been told, you must not make idols for yourselves,” nor
may you set up for yourselves a sculpted image® or single-stone pedestal® wor-
shipped as an idol.

On the other hand, you must not attempt to remain faithful to Me while in the non-
Jew’s employ by devising sham means of worshipping Me. For instance, once the
Temple is built, you will be forbidden to prostrate yourselves—even to Me—on
any paved surface other than the paved Temple Courtyard. Thus, you must not
lay a pavement of stones on which to prostrate yourselves anywhere else in your
land (and all the more so, outside of it), for I am Gop, your God, whom you must
worship according to the guidelines that I have established for you.

Similarly, if you are indentured into the employ of any non-Jew, you must not
interpret this Divine providence as My implicit approval that you imitate his life-
style. You must continue to keep My Sabbaths and fear My Sanctuary through-
out your term of service to him. I am Gop, who may be relied upon to reward you
for observing these commandments.””

The Haftarah for parashat Behar is on p. 256.

o

88.V. 42, above. 89. Likutei Sichot, vol. 32, pp. 165-167. 90. Exodus 20:3; Leviticus 19:4; Deuteronomy 5:7. 91. Exodus 20:4; Deuter-
onomy 4:16, 23, 25, 5:8, 27:15. 92. Exodus 23:24, 34:13; Deuteronomy 6:5, 12:3, 16:22.
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