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25.

1-7. Shemittah / The Sabbatical Year.

The commandment of the Sabbatical Year has a special
relationship to Mount Sinai (see notes to v.1). At Mount Sinai,
God’s majesty and power were so manifest that it was clear that
the determining factors in human material success are God's
will and man’s worthiness. The land’s rest in the seventh year,
too, teaches that the primary force in the universe is God, not
the law of nature. By leaving his fields untended and unguarded
for a year, the Jew demonstrates that this world is but a corridor
leading to the ultimate world, that true life comes when man
stops striving for material gain in favor of dedication to spiritual
growth. But man cannot abstain totally from the world in which
he lives. Shemittah is only once in seven years; that is why the
Torah states clearly that man must sow and harvest during the
six years, just as it states that man works six days and rests on
the Sabbath. This recognition infuses holiness and purpose into
our workyears and our workdays (Sfas Emes).

According to Alshich, the Torah relates the observance of

Shemittah to Israel’s arrival in the land that I am giving you to
counteract the normal human feeling that someone’s property
is his alone, especially the land that he works with sweat and
travail. The Torah emphasizes, therefore, that it is God Who
gives the land.
1. 270 713 — On Mount Sinai. What is the connection between
Shemittah and Mount Sinai? This reference teaches that not only
the broad outlines, but the details of all the commandments
were given at Sinai — as were those of Shemittah — even the
commandments that the Torah recorded many years after the
Revelation at Sinai. The otherwise superfluous on Mount Sinai is
meant to indicate that all the commandments are of Sinaitic
origin, as well (Rashi; Sifra).

This commandment proves that only God is the Author of the
Torah, because this chapter guarantees that the year before
Shemittah will produce a crop large enough to last for three
years, until the next available crop is harvested. If a human
being were inventing such a commandment, he would have to
be foolhardy indeed to make such a prediction; only God could
make such a statement (Chasam Sofer).

2.1 naw — A Sabbath rest for HASHEM. Ramban comments
that the comparison between Shemittah and the Sabbath is that
both bear testimony to God’s creation of the universe in six days
and His rest on the seventh. This is why only Shemittah — not
any of the festivals — is specifically likened to the Sabbath. The
seven years of the Shemittah cycle allude to the 6,000 years of
history that will be climaxed by the seventh millennium, which
will be a period of peace and tranquility.

Based on Sifra (Behar 1:2), Meshech Chochmah compares the
years of the Shemittah cycle to the days of Creation. Just as the
third and sixth days of Creation are distinguished in that the
phrase that it was good was stated twice, so in the third and sixth
years the tithe of the poor is given, providing good to others.
Meshech Chochmah adds that just like the Sabbath’s sanctity is
automatic, so is the sanctity of Shemittah in effect regardless of
our activities. In contrast, Yovel is like the Festivals that Israel
consecrates. If the shofar is not blown to proclaim Youvel, and the
slaves are not set free, and the land is not returned to its owners,
then it is not Yovel and one is permitted to plow and plant. This
comparison is accurate thematically as well, since setting slaves
free in Yovel is linked to the Exodus, which is commemorated on
the Festivals, while Shemittah, like the Sabbath, testifies to
Creation.

3.... nm... .y — Youshallsow. .. youshall prune. . . If
Israel observes the laws of Shemittah, the people will be able to
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work productively the other six years [unlike other lands that
were forced to let the soil lay fallow every other year to let the
soil replenish itself (Sforno)]. But if not, there will be no blessing,
and it will indeed be necessary for them to let the soil rest for
four years out of every seven (Ramban from Mechilta).
Meshech Chochmah comments that this verse is an expres-
sion of God'’s love for Israel. He urges us to work the soil and
prosper.
5. 71¥pn XY — Do not harvest. During the Shemitiah year, it is
forbldden for people to treat their fields as their own and prevent
others from enjoying the harvest. As the next verse teaches,
everyone from owners to gentile laborers to wild animals must
have equal access to the produce; it is to be used as food, but
may not be used for commerce (Rashi).

7. mnby annnab — And for your animal and for the beast. Only
as long as there is food available in the field for the ownerless

beasts may you keep food at home for your own animals. But if
there is no food left in the fields, you must remove food from
your home and make it available to everyone alike (Rashi; Sifra).
8-22. Yovel/Jubilee Year. The Jubilee laws bring home to
people that the land and freedom are Divine gifts and that
ownership reverts to those to whom He wills it. If people realize
that, it will help influence them to refrain from cheating and
stealing, because they will reflect on the lesson that there is a
Supreme Owner. By counting the years, the nation is constantly
reminded of this (Chinuch).

8. 7% n1pv1 — You shall count for yourself. The commandment
of counting for the Jubilee is solely the responsibility of the
Sanhedrin, because it was addressed in the singular to Moses, in
his role as the head of the Sanhedrin (Sifra).

The number seven represents the cycle of completion in
Creation; thus the Sabbath day and the Shemittah year symbol-
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ize testimony that the fullness of Creation is God’s. The seven
cycles leading up to the Jubilee reinforce this concept. Thus our
verse speaks of seven sabbatical years and seven cycles of
sabbaticals (Chinuch).

9. ny1n 10w — The shofar [with] a broken blast. The Sages
derive that the broken blast must be preceded and followed by
long, clear shofar blasts [nypn, tekiah], so that the shofar cere-
mony of the Jubilee is identical to that of Rosh Hashanah.
Moreover, these blasts were accompanied by virtually the same
Mussaf Shemoneh Esrei as that of Rosh Hashanah (Rosh
Hashanah 26b).

10. 7377 00X — And you shall proclaim freedom. All Jewish
slaves must be freed even if they have not worked the usual
minimum of six years, or if they have elected to remain with their
masters after the six years, as stated in Exodus 21:5-6 (Rashi).
In order for a person to appreciate freedom, he must value the
freedom of others, just as he values his own. When the Jewish

people free their slaves because they are concerned for others,
not only the slaves benefit, but the entire nation (Pnei Yehoshua).

5a — A Jubilee Year. You shall call it by this name. The root
word yovel means ram. Thus the name of the year alludes to the
blowing of the ram’s horn (shofar) that consecrated it (Rashi; Ibn
Ezra).

According to Ramban, the word yovel refers to movement:
Since the slaves are freed, all people have freedom to move
about as they please.

inmx-Yx — To his ancestral heritage. As set forth later in the
chapter ancestral plots of land that have been sold between one
Jubilee and the next revert to their original owners with the
arrival of the Jubilee Year (Rashi).

The word minx, heritage, is derived from mx, to grasp. One who
owns land holds it in his grasp. Additionally the land grasps him
as well, because one develops an attachment and loyalty to one’s
land (Radak, Shorashim).
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12. 1w~ — From the field. Like the vegetation of Shemittah,
Jubilee growth may be eaten only if there is food in the field, for
people and animals [see above, v. 7] (Rashi; Sifra).

14-55. Sequence of the passages. The passages from this
point to the end of the Sidrah seem to be arranged randomly, but
Rashi (26:1) explains their logical sequence. By the progression
of commandments, the Torah implies that if one allows greed to
keep him from observing the Shemittah and Jubilee prohibi-
tions, he will eventually lose his money and be forced to sell his
movable property (v. 14). If he still does not repent, he will be
forced to sell his ancestral portion (vs. 25-28) and his house (vs.
29-31), and, finally, to borrow at interest. If this progression of
punishment has no effect, he will eventually have to sell himself
as a bondsman to a fellow Jew (vs. 37-43), and finally as a slave
to a non-Jew. Finally, and worst of all, he will sell himself and
become a servant of idols (vs. 47-55).

14. 3nmy% 1m0 Mann-11 — When you will sell [in] a sale to
your fellow. In addition to the simple meaning that it is forbidden
to cheat anyone in business, the verse has the further meaning
that, in doing business, one should give preference to a fellow
Jew. When you make a sale — or when you make a purchase —
you should try to do business with your fellow Jew (Rashi; Sifra).
This is an extension of the general principle that one should
seek to help his brethren in any way possible. The highest form
of charity is to enable someone to make a living in an honorable
way, without being required to seek charity; the best way to help
a needy Jew is to do business with him.

11in-5% — Do not defraud. This phrase refers to business con-
duct. Do not act unjustly to one another.

15. onw 18ona — According to the number of years. Since
fields revert to their original owners in the Jubilee Year, the
buyer of a field has actually purchased the number of crops it
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will produce until the Jubilee. Consequently, if the seller sets a
price based on the land value — as if the buyer will remain in
possession permanently — he is violating the previous verse’s
admonition not to defraud (Rashi; Sifra).

17. 110 X1 — Do not cause pain [verbally]. In verse 14, a similar
expression refers to business conduct; here the phrase refers to
not hurting people with words in personal relationships. It is
forbidden to remind people of their earlier sins or of embarrass-
ing aspects of their past or their ancestry, or to give advice that
one knows to be bad. Lest one think that he can easily do so and
no one will know that his intentions were malicious, the verse
concludes, you shall have fear for your God.. . .; God knows what
is truly in man’s heart (Rashi; Bava Metzia 58b).

The Sages (ibid.) teach that it is worse to hurt someone
personally than financially, because money can be replaced, but
shame lingers on. Someone who embarrasses his fellow in
public is like a murderer, and will not emerge from Gehinnom.

inmy-nx — To his fellow. The Chofetz Chaim used to say that in
contrast to the folk saying that every fool is smart in his own eyes,
in truth every smart person is foolish in his own eyes. Similarly he
would say that the extra word “nx”, which usually comes to
expand the scope of the statement, comes to say that a person
must be careful not to fool himself.

18. wown ... mpn — My decrees ... My ordinances. The
Torah exhorts lsrael to observe the above laws of Shemittah and
Yovel. The agricultural laws are referred to as 0'p11, decrees not
predicated upon human logic, and the laws of fraud and return of
slaves and ancestral land are o'wown, ordinances that can be
understood readily [it is logical and just that people be fair and
that freedom and property should not be lost forever] (Ramban).

nvab yaxa-Sy onawn — Then you will dwell upon the land
securely. Failure to observe the laws of Shemittah and Yovel is a
cause of exile (Avos 5:9).

19. nvab anawm — And you will dwell securely. This is a repeti-
tion of the identical phrase in the preceding verse. Above, the
phrase assured Israel that in return for observing the Shemittah,
they would not be exiled. Now, God offers assurance that those
who let their land lie fallow will not suffer famine (Rashi) and be
forced to travel abroad to purchase food (Ramban; Sforno).

20. 1arn 11 — If you will say. The previous verse promises
that whatever food you have will suffice, thanks to God’s bless-
ings; but if you lack the faith to rely on this, and you ask how
only one crop can be enough for so long, God promises to
ordain His blessings for you to such an extent that the prosperity
will be plain enough to set your mind at ease (Sforno).

Chazon Ish explains that the Torah does not mean to guaran-
tee that everyone will be prosperous and well fed despite the
restrictions of Shemittah. Rather, the verse assures Israel that,
contrary to those who see only the laws of nature, it will not be
automatic that those who do not work will have no food; there
will be a general blessing upon the Jewish people who observe
these laws. However, as always, the sins of individuals can cause
them to forfeit the blessing, and some people may suffer be-
cause of the actions of their neighbors. Further, the mitzvah of
Shemittah can be deferred in the case of a direct threat to life, as
in a siege or a war, when food is not available. Nor did the Torah
instruct that one should rely on the blessing and not exert
himself in all permitted manner of work to supply his food in
natural ways (Chazon Ish, Shevi'is 18:4).

Haxa-rm — What will we eat? In most years this is the cry of the
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poor man who has no way to feed his family, while the rich man
does not imagine such a plight. Therefore the Shemittah and the
Yovel come to cause even the rich man to raise his eyes to
Heaven and ask, What will we eat? His heart is thus opened to the
needs of the poor every year (Tzror HaMor).

21. "noqa — My blessing. The Chofetz Chaim explains that
Hashem guides the world in one of three manners: (1) through
vav, natural phenomena; (2) through o', miracles; and, inter-
mediate between the first two, (3) through 1273, His blessing.
Miracles are when something happens that violates the laws
governing natural phenomena, such as the splitting of the
Sea, or the provision of the manna, or oil burning for eight days
instead of for one. Blessing is when everything is unusually
fruitful and successful, when everything comes together in the
best possible way to maximize success. Although indeed
miraculous, no individual element can be identified as violating
any natural laws [except perhaps the laws of statistics]. A bless-
ing is not a miracle; when a miracle is performed for a person
there is a deduction from his store of merits (Shabbos 32a); and
one should try not to benefit from a miracle (Taanis 24a).
However, we pray for blessing: 12721 maiw ni%w o', Establish

peace, goodness, and blessing. Blessing is a sign of Divine
providence.

owwin whwh — [Sufficient] for the three-year period. The sixth-
year crop will suffice for parts of three calendar years: the sixth
year from Nissan until the end of the year, throughout the
seventh year, and at least until Nissan of the eighth year, when
the new winter crop will be fully grown (Rashi). [Every fifty years
the sixth-year crop must last for four years since the eighth year
is then Yovel and they can’t plant until the ninth year.]

23-34. Redemption of land. As noted above (vs. 14-15), an
ancestral field can be sold only for the number of crops it
will yield until the Jubilee Year, when it reverts to its original
owner. The following passage places responsibility upon rela-
tives of an impoverished seller to redeem the land even before
then and return it to its original owner. As long as the family can
raise the money to pay fair value for the field, the purchaser is
required to sell it to them. This law is a further expression of
the principle that the land is God’s, and cannot be sold in
perpetuity, as the passage begins, for sojourners and residents
are you with Me.
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25. inmxn . .. M1 — Becomes impoverished . . . part of his
ancestral hentage One should not sell his ancestral plot unless
he becomes impoverished, and even then he should try not to
sell all of it (Rashi; Sifra).

27.2wm — Then he shall calculate. For example, if he bought it
with ten crops remaining before the Jubilee, then each crop is

worth one-tenth of the purchase price (Rashi).

29. min 7'y awin-n1 — A house of residence [in] a city that is
walled. The verse refers to a home in a city that had a wall
around it from the time of Joshua. The law of this redemption is
almost diametrically opposed to that of a field or a home in an
open town. Whereas a field cannot be redeemed for the first two
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years, but may be redeemed at any time thereafter, and a house
in an unwalled city may be redeemed even immediately, a house
in a walled city can be redeemed only until the first anniversary
of the sale. Thereafter, it remains the property of the buyer in
perpetuity (Rashi; Sifra).

32-34. Levite cities. The Levites did not receive provinces, as
did the other tribes. Instead, they were given forty-eight towns
scattered around the country, each of which was surrounded by
aring of open land, 2,000-cubits wide (see Numbers 35:1-8). The
following laws apply to sales of both houses and open fields in
the Levite cities, whether the particular property was owned by
a Levite or it had been inherited by an Israelite from a Levite
ancestor (Rambam, Hil. Shemittah V’Yovel 13:8-9).

32. oY1y n9xa — A right of redemption that is eternal. Any part
of the Levite property may be redeemed immediately or years
later, whether it is a house or a field, and whether the city is
walled or open (Rashi; Sifra).

33. onbia-1n bRy iKY — And that which one will buy from the
Levites. Although the word 9x3 generally means will redeem, the
word also can be rendered will buy, and that is the sense in which
it is used in our verse (Rashi).

onInR K11 — This is their ancestral heritage. Since the Levites’
only heritage in Eretz Yisrael is their cities and the surrounding
area, they cannot be deprived permanently of any part of their
property (Rashi).

34. 1am1 X5 — May not be sold. The sense of the verse is not
that the fields may not be sold at all, for they can be. Rather, this
means that such Levite property reverts to its original owner in
all cases, even in cases where an Israelite would lose his prop-
erty. There are two ways in which an Israelite would lose his right
to the property forever: (a) if an Israelite consecrated a field to
the Temple treasury, and did not redeem it; or (b) if he conse-
crated his field to the Temple treasury, and the Temple treasurer
sold it before the original owner or his relatives redeemed it. In
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both of the above cases the field would not go back to an Israel-
ite owner in the Jubilee Year; instead, it would be divided among
the Kohanim when Youvel comes (27:20-21). Levite fields are an
exception to the rule; they always revert in Youvel (Rashi; Sifra).

35-38. Preventing poverty. Rambam rules that the highest
form of charity is to step in with help to prevent a person from
becoming poor. This includes offering him a loan or employ-
ment, investing in his business, or any other form of assistance
that will avoid poverty. The basis for this principle is the com-
mandment in our passage: you shall strengthen him (Hil
Matanos Aniyim 10:7).

35. 7% 7m0 — If your brother becomes impoverished. Your
fellow Jew has begun to lose his money, but has not yet become
poor. It is your responsibility to slow his decline and help him
regain his prosperity. The verse refers to him as 7'y, your
brother, a more intimate term than 3n'ny, your fellow (literally,
one of your people).

The teaching cited by Rashi is basic in the life of both the
individual and the nation. It is much harder for someone to
emerge from bankruptcy than for him to be helped before his
business fails. Nevertheless, as the later passages show, no
matter how low a person falls, his fellow Jews have the responsi-
bility to help him. So too, in the history of the nation. Though
Israel has suffered countless reversals in its history, none of
them is cause for despair. When the national destiny slides
downward in one part of the world, Jews in more secure places
must step forward to help. And when all seems to be lost, it never
is. Just as God built worlds and destroyed them, and built anew
(Bereishis Rabbah 3:9), so the Jewish nation has suffered ap-
palling defeats, but always starts again and perseveres (R’ Yosef
Dov Soloveitchik).

qy.. ey — In your community [lit., with you] ... in your
community. The verse stresses twice that you must regard his
plight as with you — not as something that is unrelated to your
own welfare. Both of these expressions bring home the impor-
tance of everyone feeling a responsibility to help him.

2 npmm — You shall strengthen him. Do not wait until he
becomes poor. When a donkey’s load begins to slip from its
back, even one man can adjust it and keep the donkey from
falling. But once the animal has fallen, even five people cannot
get it back on its feet (Rashi; Sifra).

awin) "3 — Proselyte or resident. As used here, a proselyte is
someone who has accepted all the commandments and become
a Jew [p7y 1. A resident is a non-Jew who has accepted the
seven Noahide commandments [awin 13]. As the Sages express
it, N1523 529%7 11 7Y TayY K5W vy Sapw 53 2awin wpex, Who
is a resident? Anyone who undertook not to worship idols, but
who may eat nonkosher meat (Rashi; Sifra).

36. nmm w1 — Advance interest and [illegal] increase.
These two terms are synonymous. In effect, therefore, the prohi-
bition against interest is mentioned twice, so that those who
charge or pay it are in violation of two commandments (Rashi;
Sifra).

Kii Yakar suggests that the word W), advance interest, is
derived from the same root as i13"w), biting, and describes what
happens to the borrower; the transaction bites into his wealth.
The word n"a7, [illegal] increase, describes what happens to
the lender; his fortune increases.

2n1%m NN — And you shall fear your God. Without this fear,
it would be difficult to restrain someone from taking interest,
because it seems reasonable to receive something in return for
the use of one’s money.
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38. nanx "MKy WR — In that | have taken you out. Just as in
Egypt God differentiated between the firstborn and those who
were not firstborn, so too, He will know if someone has illegally
accepted interest, no matter how he tries to launder the transac-
tion. Alternatively, God liberated us from Egypt so that we
would accept all of His commandments, even the difficult ones,
such as the prohibition against charging interest (Rashi; Sifra).

39-43. A Jew’s Jewish “slave.” Although the Torah gave
Jewish men the right to sell themselves to fellow Jews, they are
not slaves in the generally accepted sense of the word. They do
not lose their status in the religious or civil community, and in
only one case are they excused from a commandment: Under
limited circumstances, their masters may mate them with non-
Jewish slavewomen (see Exodus 21:4). Rather than slaves, they
are “indentured servants,” who, for a specific period of time, are
not free to resign their employment, but whose masters must
treat them with such delicacy and consideration that the Sages
said (Kiddushin 20a), “One who buys himself a slave buys
himself a master.”

39. 72y n1ay 12 1ayn-X5 — Do not work with him the work of
a slave. Do not assign him to do the sort of degrading tasks that
would be given only to a slave, such as having him bring his
master’s personal effects to the bathhouse or put shoes on his
master’s feet. Rather, he should be assigned to skilled work or
field labor, like hired help (Rashi; Sifra).

41. 31 X1 — He and his children. Under no circumstances do
the Jewish children of a Jewish slave ever belong to his master;
even those born to his Jewish wife during his period of servitude
are free. Rather, this verse teaches that during one’s slave years,
his master is responsible for the upkeep of the slave’s family. It
is this reliance upon the master that he and his children leave
when the slave years end (Rashi; Sifra).

42,13y N2 oKy . . o1y — My servants are they . . .
they shall not be sold in the manner of the sale of a slave. Since a
Jew is owned only by God, it is sacrilegious to sell him on an
auction block (Rashi; Sifra); rather, he must be sold discreetly
and with dignity (Rambam, Hil. Avadim 1:5).
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43. i1 n1In-XY — Do not subjugate him. Though a Jew who
sells himself as a slave deserves to be subjected to the indigni-
ties of having a master, nevertheless he remains a servant of
God and cannot sell himself completely. [Therefore, the verse
limits the owner’s dominion] (Sforno). Do not seek to break the
Jewish slave’s body and spirit by ordering him to perform
difficult tasks that have no useful purpose, such as ordering him
to boil water when there is no need for it; or tasks whose
duration is ill defined, such as ordering him to “keep digging
around this tree until | come back” (Rashi; Sifra). Rambam
elaborates that it is forbidden to have him work merely to “keep
him busy” (Hil. Avadim 1:6).

44-46. Non-Jewish slaves. Having said that an owner’s
rights over his Jewish slaves are severely limited, the Torah
states that one may purchase slaves from among the surround-
ing nations. Such slaves become the property of their owners.
47-55. Jews owned by non-Jews. The ultimate degradation
is for a Jew to be sold as a slave to a non-Jewish resident of Eretz
Yisrael. In that unpleasant case, the Torah places a responsibil-
ity upon his kinsmen to redeem him, but they must do so
without depriving the owner of his legitimate property rights.
47. 9y awin 13 — An alien who resides with you. This is a
non-Jew who has undertaken to observe the seven Noahide
laws, and is therefore permitted to reside in Eretz Yisrael.
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73 nnswn pyY — To an idol of the family of an alien. The Jew
sold himself to be a menial servant of a temple, such as a
woodchopper or a waterdrawer (Rashi; Kiddushin 20a).

48. 12n1MnX — After he has been sold. Even though the Jew
sold himself to an idol, and his brethren might feel that he has
forfeited his right to their mercy, the Torah disagrees. Even after
he has been sold, we are commanded to redeem him (Sforno).

f5-mn 19Xy — Redemption shall there be for him. As the
passage indicates below, a Jew owned by a non-Jew is required
to work until the Jubilee Year when he goes free by Torah law —
but his brethren should not permit him to remain a slave for that
long. It is their duty to redeem him as soon as possible, lest he
assimilate among the gentiles. Nevertheless, the Torah does not

permit the Jewish authorities to free their fellow Jew by force.
They must give his owner fair compensation (Rashi; Sifra).

50. ymp-oy awm — He shall calculate with his purchaser. The
requirement that the owner be paid fair value proves that it is
forbidden to steal from a non-Jew (Bava Kamma 113b). The
Tosefta teaches that it is worse to steal from a non-Jew than from
a Jew, because if a Jew is victimized by his fellow, he will not
condemn all Jews or lose his faith in God because of one
dishonest individual. But if a Jew cheats a non-Jew, the victim
will rail against the Torah and God. Such dishonesty will result
in the cardinal sin of desecration of the Name [see 22:32].
For this reason, Jacob instructed his sons to return the money
that they found in their sacks when they returned from Egypt
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(Genesis 43:12); he wanted to sanctify God’s Name by demon-
strating the integrity of His people (R’ Bachya).
53. quyh — Before your eyes. Jews are forbidden to stand by
and tolerate the sight of their fellow Jew being subjugated
harshly (Ibn Ezra).

26.

1. a%%% 235 wyn-x5 — Do not make for yourselves idols. In
this verse and the next, the Torah lists three primary symbols
of our faith through which a person can remain strong spir-
itually: the avoidance of idolatry; the observance of the Sab-
bath, which is our testimony that God created heaven and
earth; and reverence for the Temple, which expresses itself in
the three annual pilgrimages. Through his adherence to these
commandments, a Jew will find the strength to observe all the
others, thereby preserving his faith in the most adverse circum-

stances (Ramban).

2. 187 wpm — And My Sanctuary you shall reverence. After
the destructlon of the Temple, this commandment applies to
the synagogues and study halls that, in exile, take the place of
the Sanctuary (Sforno).

««§ 1A 1'MAKY .o S7vn .mpios 111 — This Masoretic note
means: There are 57 verses in the Sidrah, numerically corre-
sponding to the mnemonics 5vr and 'mnxbS.

The first mnemonic, vn, is the name of one of the families
that returned to the Land after the Babylonian Exile (Ezra 2:56).
That exile was caused, in part, by Israel’s failure to observe
Shemittah, so that those who returned symbolized the new
resolve to observe the Sabbath of the Land. The second
mnemonic means “for a heritage, " referring to Eretz Yisrael, the
major topic of the Sidrah (R’ David Feinstein).
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PARASHAS BECHUKOSAI

This Sidrah begins with the idyllic blessings that await the
Jewish people if they live up to their covenant with God, and are
thus worthy of God’s esteem. It then proceeds to the rain,
Admonition, a sobering account of warnings, punishments,
frustrations, and curses that will be the inevitable outcome of
any attempt to destroy the covenant. Indeed, though God’s
underlying mercy prevents all of these curses from befalling
Israel in any one unbearable instant, a careful reading of Jewish
history — and perhaps the 20th century in particular — shows
that they have taken place at various intervals, before and
during the exiles. Just as the curses have come, however, so the
final blessings will come, for the final words of the Admonition
are God’s irrevocable oath that He will remember His covenant
with the Patriarchs and redeem His children.

Ramban (25:1) notes that the original covenant between God
and Israel as a nation was made by the revelation at Sinai and the
subsequent forty days during which God taught the Torah to
Moses. Moses recorded these teachings in the “Book of the
Covenant” (Exodus 24:4,7), and “ratified” that covenant by
means of offerings on behalf of the entire nation (ibid. 24:5-8).
But the people broke the covenant by building and worshiping
the Golden Calf, causing Moses to break the Tablets. After God
accepted Moses’ prayers and called him to Mount Sinai to
receive the Second Tablets and be taught the Torah once more,
it was necessary to ratify the covenant anew. This time, however,
it was ratified not by means of offerings but by the stringent
warnings of this chapter, which make starkly clear that not only
Israel’s prosperity but its very survival depends on loyalty to God
and His commands.

2§ Miracles of blessing and curse.

The long list of blessings (vs. 3-13) and the even longer list of
curses (vs. 14-43) could be misunderstood as an indication that
there are many more curses than blessings. Actually, the bless-
ings are given in general terms, and are therefore brief; the curses,
however, are given in great detail, because they are intended to
awe the people into obedience to God’s will (Ibn Ezra v. 13).

The commentaries follow two major approaches regarding
why the Torah lists only material blessings, such as prosperity
and military victory, rather than describe the spiritual rewards
that await those who serve God:

(a) The blessings and curses are all hidden miracles. There is
no need for the Torah to state that people who engage in
spiritual pursuits and serve God faithfully should receive
spiritual rewards; it is quite natural that spiritual accomplish-
ment should bring spiritual reward. But it is not natural that the
study of Torah and the performance of mitzvos should earn for
an entire people good health, prosperity, triumph over enemies,
and all the other blessings described below. For example, is it
natural that the observance of Shemittah will enable a hundred
Jews to pursue ten thousand enemies, and that the violation of
the Shemittah laws will cause the nation to be exiled and
helpless? The Torah’s intention, therefore, is to teach that
obedience to God is of such magnitude that it will be rewarded
miraculously (Ramban v. 11).

(b) Material blessings are hardly the primary reward nor are
material deprivations the primary punishment; only in the
World to Come and Gehinnom can there be adequate reward
and punishment. But someone who enjoys good health,
prosperity, and security finds it much easier to perform the
commandments that will earn him the infinite rewards of the
World to Come. Therefore, God assures us that the person who
serves Him with sincerity and joy will be granted all the blessings
of this world, so that he can increase his service and earn even
greater reward. Conversely, one who rebels will be punished
with deprivation in this world so that it will be difficult for him
to perform the commandments and earn a share in the World to
Come (Rambam, Hil. Teshuvah 9:1).

3. 1390 mpma-ox — If by My decrees you go. The verse contains
three phrases that seem to be repetitious. Their combined
meaning is as follows: If by My decrees you go by engaging in
intensive Torah study, with the intention that such study will
lead you to observe My commandments properly, and, if you
actually do perform them, you will merit the blessings given in
the following verses (Rashi; Sifra).

4. onya oymwa — Your rains in their time. Rains are needed not
only to irrigate crops. They affect the climate and water supply,
and, consequently, human health (Ramban). The blessings will
be so inclusive that the rains will come at times when they will
not inconvenience people, such as the evening of the Sabbath,
when people are not traveling (Rashi).
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5. w11 — [The season] of threshing. The prosperity will be so
great that you will still be busy threshing your grain when the
time comes to harvest your grapes, and you will still be occupied
with your vintage when the time comes to sow next year’s grain
(Rashi).

yawh nonnb onbaxy — You will eat your bread to satiety. R’
Chaim of Volozhin asks why the blessing seems to be restricted
to your bread and not bread in general. Rashi quotes the Sifra
that states that the food will be blessed so that just by eating a
small amount one will feel satiated. However, this blessing
applies only to your bread; when you give bread to the poor and
hungry you cannot rely on the blessing and give only a small
amount. Rather you should give an amount that is certainly
sufficient to satisfy (quoted in Likutei Basar Likutei).

Sifsei Kohen explains the blessing of satiety from a small
amount of food on the basis that most sickness comes from
overeating (see Rambam, Dei'os 3:15). There is a danger that
when confronted with the promised abundance of food a person

might gorge himself and convert the blessing to a curse. There-
fore he will be doubly blessed that he will feel full after eating a
small amount.

02¥X3 — In your Land. The special blessing implicit in this
word is that the entire world will recognize that it is our Land and
no other peoples share it with us (Or HaChaim).

6. nibw — Peace. By climaxing the above blessings with that of
peace, the Torah teaches that peace is equivalent to all the other
blessings combined (Rashi; Sifra).

Tayn-x5 39m — And a sword will not pass through . .. The
blessing of peace will be so pervasive that armies will not even
attempt to pass through Eretz Yisrael en route to battle in some
other country (Rashi; Sifra).

8. nxn mwnn — Five [against] a hundred. If five Jews can pursue
a hundred enemies, a ratio of 1:20, then a hundred Jews should
pursue 2,000, not 10,000 as the verse states. This teaches that
the more people who are united in serving God, the more
effective are their actions (Rashi; Sifra).
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10. ywia 1w — The oldest of the old [grain]. The stored crops of
previous years will remain fresh and even improve with age, so
that three-year-old grain will be superior to two-year-old grain.
The verse continues that when the new crops come in, it will be
necessary to shift the stored grain to make room for a new crop
— so much abundance will there be (Rashi; Sifra).

11. nawn — My Sanctuary, the Temple in Jerusalem (Rashi).
The term "12wn implies God’s Presence [Shechinah]: thus, ac-
cording to Sforno, this is a promise that God’s Presence will rest
with Jews wherever they are. Or HaChaim comments that God's
Presence will rest directly upon the righteous — n331n3, in your
midst (v. 12) — meaning that God will be even closer to the
righteous than to the angels.

12. 032103 mabanm — [ will walk in your midst. God will deal
with Israel so generously and openly that His Presence will be as
obvious as that of a human king walking in the midst of his
subjects. This verse makes clear that the blessings of this verse
have not been completely fulfilled as yet, but in their entirety
they are meant for the future (Ramban).

The sequence of blessings presented here follows the same
pattern of rewards that a father might use to encourage his son
to study Torah. When he first brings his son to the beis medrash,
the study hall, the father offers rewards of figs and pomegran-

ates; today, candy and sweets. When the son is older, the father
offers monetary rewards for diligence in study; later he might
offer fine clothes. Next, when the son appreciates more intangi-
ble rewards he is encouraged by the prospect of the honor and
respect given to those who possess knowledge. On an even
more refined level, the reward in the World to Come might be
the motivation. Ultimately he studies Torah for the glory of God
Who created the world and endowed us with a soul that appreci-
ates the closeness to Him that comes from the study of Torah.
Similarly, in the sequence of blessings, first is the fruitfulness of
the Land. Later, the promise of peace and tranquility, followed
by unnatural success in chasing away Israel’s enemies. But the
ultimate blessing is God’s presence in your midst (Minchah
Belulah).

14-43. The Tocheichah/Admonition. If the Jewish people
fail to live up to their obligations as the Chosen People, they will
fall from the blessed state promised them above, and become
the victim of the horrendous punishments described below.
These are meant not as revenge, but to influence the people to
repent, and for that reason they are inflicted in stages of increas-
ing severity. If the first stage comes and Israel does not derive
the desired lesson, their refusal to recognize and heed the word
of God makes the sin more serious. Consequently, the next and
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more severe stage of punishment will befall them, and so on,
until, as the climax of the chapter states, repentance and God’s
mercy finally comes.

There is a constant refrain of “seven [times] for your sins”
throughout the chapter (vs. 18,21,24,28). According to Rashi,
following Sifra, the number is literal, meaning that the sin was
composed of seven components and was punished, measure for
measure, in seven ways. Accordingly, throughout the Admoni-
tion, Rashi interprets the verses to show how there were seven
sins followed by seven distinct punishments. Other commenta-
tors, such as Rashbam and Ibn Ezra, comment that the term
“seven” is a figure of speech indicating that there are “many”
sins and punishments, but not literally seven.

There are people who are so frightened of the Tochachah that
they walk out of the synagogue when it is being read. There are
also synagogues where the reader reads the Tochachah in such a
low voice that most do not hear the reading. The Chofetz Chaim
objected strenuously to such practices. He compares it to a per-
son who was warned to avoid a particular road because of various
dangers. Choosing to ignore the warnings, he travels on that
road, but so that he not see the dangers, he puts a blindfold over
his eyes, not realizing that he is increasing his peril manyfold.

14.% wRwn x"rnxj — But if you will not listen to Me, if you will
not engage in Torah study. If someone refuses to learn, it is inev-
itable that he will not perform all of these commandments (Rashi).

nhxiT nivna-53 — All of these commandments. Instead of con-
51der1ng yourself obligated to perform all of God’s command-
ments, you will perform only those of your own choosing
(Sforno).

14-15. The Admonition has begun with a chain reaction of sins,
composed of seven steps, each one leading to the next. You will:
(a) not dedicate yourselves to Torah study; (b) eventually stop
performing commandments; (c) be revolted by others who are
loyal to the Torah; (d) hate the Sages who expound the ordi-
nances; (e) prevent others from being observant; (f) deny that
God gave the commandments, that they are My ordinances, and
(g) deny the very existence of the God Who made the covenant
(Sifra). This is the only place in the chapter where specific sins are
listed. The later series of seven punishments are based on Israel’s
apathetic or negative attitude toward God’s wrath, for the na-
tional apathy toward the Divine reaction to sin is tantamount to
a stubborn continuation of those very same sins.

16-17. The first series of punishments.

16. ... owy ni%an — Which cause pining away of the eyes . . .
This expression indicates a yearning that extends over a long
period of time, but which ends in frustration. In our verse, it
means that you will long for the recovery of the afflicted person,
but he will die. This in turn will cause anguish in your souls
(Rashi).
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p'l‘)‘g — In vain. You will sow your fields, but nothing will grow;
and even if something grows, your enemies will take it from you
(Rashi; Sifra).

The seven sins will have brought the following seven punish-
ments: (a) swelling lesions; (b) burning fever; (c) frustrated
longing; (d) sowing seeds that will produce crops for enemies; (e)
being struck down before enemies; (f) being ruled by enemies;
and (g) fleeing with no one in pursuit (R’ Bachya).

18-20. The second series.
18. nymnxvn-by vaw — Seven [times] for your sins, seven

punishments for the continuing commission of the seven sins
enumerated in verses 14-15 (Rashi; Sifra). Because God pun-
ishes only measure for measure, there would not be seven
punishments for one sin (Gur Aryeh).

20. ooma pmY am — Spent in vain will your strength be. This
curse is doubly painful. If one does not try hard, and fails to
achieve, it is not nearly as aggravating as it is if one works very
hard, but fails to achieve success (Rashi; Sifra).

The seven punishments of this series are: (a) destruction of the
Temple; (b) the heaven will be like iron; (c) the earth will be like
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copper; (d) you will spend your strength in vain; (e) the earth will
not yield crops; (f) trees will not yield fruit; and (g) whatever fruit
does grow will drop from the tree before maturity.

21-22. The third series.

21. mp — With indifference, claiming that the events are just
chance occurences. The translation follows Ibn Ezra, Rambam
(Hil. Taanis 1:3), and R’ Bachya, who see the word as related to
happenstance, meaning that the people will refuse to recognize
that their misfortunes were Divinely ordained [and that, if care-
fully and objectively analyzed, the punishments could be seen to
fit the crime, and therefore, they are a clear message to repent
(Or HaChaim)). Instead, they will insist that everything was a
coincidence, the result of natural causes.

Rashi’s primary interpretation, casually, follows Sifra. It means
that despite the punishments, your performance of the com-
mandments will be haphazard and erratic; you will treat them as
a matter of choice and convenience, rather than as Divinely

imposed obligations. Onkelos renders with stubbornness, mean-
ing that you will stubbornly refuse to draw close to Me.

The seven punishments of this series are: (a) wild beasts; (b)
domestic animals; (c) poisonous snakes; (d) death of children; (e)
loss of livestock; (f) diminution of population; and (g) desolation
of roads.

23-26. The fourth series.

24."pa. . . aKROx — Evenl. . . withindifference. If you persist
in considering all of My carefully calibrated punishments as
merely coincidental — so that My message is wasted — [ will
punish you measure for measure by making it more difficult for
you to perceive the Divine hand. The next series of punishments
will seem haphazard, for their correspondence to your sins will
not be as obvious as the earlier punishments (Or HaChaim). This
follows the principle that if people refuse to “see” God, He
withdraws His Presence [nmp nnvi, Hiddenness of the Counte-
nance], and makes it harder for them to recognize the truth.
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25. nm2a-op1 — The vengeance of a covenant. A king who goes
to war against another country and conquers it does not punish
the inhabitants, even though they fought him fiercely and in-
flicted heavy casualties. At the time they owed him no alle-
giance and were entitled to defend themselves. But if a king's
lawful subjects rebel against him, he will punish them, because
they were disloyal and broke their covenant of allegiance. So
too, God warns Israel that for their rebellion against the Torah
they will suffer the vengeance of a covenant (Haamek Davar).

26. nl:t'g'n\gtg — The staff of bread. A staff provides support.
When there is a shortage of food, people feel like a cripple
whose staff has been broken.

X 11Nn2 — In one oven. Due to a shortage of firewood, many

women will share an oven. To make matters worse, the grain will
be rotten, so that the loaves will fall apart, forcing the women to
weigh the baked crumbs [bring back your bread by weight] to
divide them equally (Rashi; Sifra).

The seven punishments of this series are: (a) the sword of
foreign invaders; (b) siege, forcing people into the cities; (c)
plague; (d) food shortage; (e) lack of fuel; (f) crumbling bread;
and (g) constant hunger. The victory of the enemy (v. 25) is not
counted separately because it is included in the punishment of
the sword (Rashi).

27-31. The fifth series.

30. oy'nna — Your lofty buildings, towers and castles (Rashi).
The people placed their confidence in the high towers from
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which they would be able to repulse invaders, but God would
destroy the buildings, leaving the people helpless against their
enemies.

025192 139-5y — Upon the carcasses of your idols. When they
felt death was near, they would take out their idols to kiss them,
and then fall dead over them (Rashi; Sifra).

DaNK W1 N7y — And My Soul will purge itself of you. Once
God removes His Presence from the Temple, it loses its holiness
and it is no longer His Temple, as it was described in verse 11.
Therefore, the next verse speaks of the desolation of your
[Israel’s] sanctuaries (Ibn Ezra; Tur; Abarbanel).

31. 'inwm m2n — Into ruin and | will make desolate.
Your cities will be devoid even of passersby and there will no
longer be groups of Jews making pilgrimages to the Temple
(Rashi).

The seven punishments of this series are: (a) cannibalism;
(b) destruction of defense structures; (c) death of people;
(d) loss of the Shechinah; (e) destruction of cities; (f) deso-
lation of the sanctuaries; and (g) God’s refusal to accept offer-
ings.

32. yaxa1-nx — The land. This verse implies a comfort of sorts:
Although Israel would be exiled from its land, none of its
conquerors or successors would ever prosper on it (Rashi; Sifra ).
Indeed, throughout the many centuries of Jewish exile, Eretz

Yisrael, once a land flowing with milk and honey, remained a
desolate, inhospitable country, barely able to support its inhab-
itants on a subsistence level.

R’ Mordechai Eliyahu Rabinowitz in Imrei Ratzon explains the
importance of this promise: When Samuel the Prophet tells
King Saul that his kingship has been torn away from him and
given to someone else (I Samuel 15:28-29), Rashi there explains
that since kingship has now been promised to David, repen-
tance by Saul will not help him retain his crown. Although
repentance might have served to cancel Saul’s punishment, the
promise to someone else cannot be taken away. Similarly, if
other nations successfully and productively would have settled
in the Land while Israel was in exile, even repentance would not
be sufficient to allow Israel to displace and harm the current
inhabitants.

33. oMaa I DanXY — And you | will scatter among the
nations. Jews will be scattered and isolated from one another,
and exile is much harder to bear when one does not have the
support of compatriots (Rashi).

many Da¥ X nnm — Your land will be desolate. The previous
verse spoke of the land being desolate so that its conquerors will
not thrive in it. This verse adds that the exiles will lose hope of
returning home, for they will think that their land has been
desolated once and for all (Rashi; Sifra).
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34. ynxianyn — Appease [God] will the land. From this verse
the Sages derive that exile results from Israel’s failure to observe
the commandment of the Sabbatical year. If the people do not
let the land rest in their presence, it will rest in their absence
(Shabbos 33a).

Because of the seventy Sabbaticals that Israel had violated
prior to and during the period of the First Temple, the Babylo-
nian exile lasted for seventy years, during which the land made
up for the rest of which it had been deprived (Rashi).

36. opa omxwiim — The survivors among you, those
whose wickedness remains intact despite the penalties given

above (Or HaChaim).

n71 119y Yip — The sound of a leaf that is rustling. R’ Yehudah ben
Korchah said: Once we were sitting among the trees when a gust
of wind caused the leaves to rustle. We got up and ran away,
saying, “Woe is to us if the [Roman] cavalry catches us.” After a
while, we turned around and saw no one, so we returned to our
places and said, “Woe is to us, for with us has been fulfilled the
verse and the sound of a leaf that is rustling . . ."(Sifra).

37. vxa-wx — One man over his brother. The exile will so
demoralize people that even brothers will become selfish and
think only of their own best interests (R’ Hirsch).
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39. oK Ny X2 oiva — Because of their iniquity, in the lands
of your enemies. The exiles may be subject to new sins, commit-
ted because they will be in the lands of your enemies. Instead of
recognizing the true cause of the exile, some people will say that
the Torah’s commandments applied only in Eretz Yisrael, but in
foreign lands Jews must adapt to the new conditions (R’ Hirsch).
onx onax niiya — Because of the iniquities of their forefathers
that are with them. If they approve of the sins of their forefathers
and perpetuate them — nnx, [those sins are] with them — the
new generation will be punished not only for its own sins, but for
the sins of previous generations that they have adopted as their
own (Rashi; Sifra).

40-41. »p32 opy 9% uR-AX ... mnm — Then they will
confess ... Also | will walk with them with indifference. The
commentators wonder why the repentance of verse 40 should
be greeted with this outpouring of wrath. Chizkuni explains that
God will reject their confession because it will not be truly
sincere. According to the Vilna Gaon (Aderes Eliyahu), this
repentance will be sincere, but it will not be complete and
therefore not sufficient to wipe away the sins of the past. God's
response will be balanced: To influence Israel to repent with all
their hearts, God will continue to punish, but in response to this
repentance — partial though it was — He will temper his

punishment with compassion.

Or HaChaim explains that both verses are part of the confes-
sion and list the truths that Israel must acknowledge before their
repentance can be considered genuine. He comments that since
God is often patient for generations before bringing punishment
upon the Jewish people, it is natural for unthinking people to
conclude that their sinful forebears must have acted properly,
otherwise they would not have enjoyed success and prosperity.
This in itself is a factor in influencing later generations to
continue the established “tradition” of unacceptable behavior,
and to be convinced that all misfortunes must be a coincidence,
surely not a Divine punishment! Therefore, God demands that a
confession must include acknowledgment that the sins of pre-
decessors were indeed wrong, and that the harshness and exiles
imposed by God were not haphazard. Only then can the repen-
tance be considered complete.

42....'nM3a-nx 11— [ will remember My covenant ... Shllah
asks why this verse, which seems to be a consolation, appears
here before the end of the curses. He answers that this verse is
also part of the rebuke, for God looks more harshly on a sinner
whose parents were righteous than on one whose parents were
also sinners. Additionally, a sinner coming from an environ-
ment of Torah is judged more severely than one coming from a
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place of iniquity. Both criticisms are applied in this verse, since
our ancestors were Abraham, [saac, and Jacob, and we lived in
the Land of Israel.

2ipyr — [With] Jacob . This is one of only five places in Scripture
where Jacob’s name is spelled with a1; conversely, Elijah’s name
appears five times without a 1 [m%x instead of %15x]. Jacob took
a “pledge” from Elijah, as it were, and will return the missing
letters to him when he heralds the coming of Messiah (Rashi).

DiITNAN ... PRy ... 2ipyy — [With] Jacob . . . [with] Isaac .
[wzth] Abraham The order of the Patriarchs’ names is reversed
This indicates that Jacob alone should be worthy of bringing
redemption to his children; and even if his merit is insufficient,
there is Isaac’s merit. If even that is not enough, there is Abra-
ham, whose merit will surely be sufficient (Rashi).

q3IX YIRM — And the Land | will remember. Eretz Yisrael has a
special status because of the holiness that does not permit it to
tolerate sinners in its midst. Therefore, when Israel repents and
becomes worthy of redemption, God remembers the Land by
not allowing gentiles to remain on it (Sefer HaPardes according
to Shaarei Aharon).

43. om — And they. The people, too, will repent and seek to
appease God so that He will allow them to return to the Land.

This verse is the conclusion of the Admonition.

44. nxr-oa nX1 — But yet despite all this. God comforts His
exiled, tormented people. Let them not think that the atrocities
of exile prove that they are no longer God’s Chosen People. No,
says God! Even in exile, they are still My people and My
covenant with them remains in full force (Rashi).

In a lengthy and seminal commentary on this verse, Meshech
Chochmah offers an analysis of Jewish history and the positive
effects of Jewish wandering and exile. When Jews become well
established in their new homes — Babylonia, North Africa,
Spain, Germany, Eastern Europe, and so on — they seek to
re-establish the centers of Jewish life that they were forced to
leave behind, or that were destroyed. From small beginnings,
they build fine institutions and achieve high levels of scholar-
ship. But eventually comes the realization that new generations
cannot eclipse the achievements of their forebears in Torah. It is
human nature, however, for people constantly to seek new
horizons, areas where they can make a great, new name for
themselves. If they cannot accomplish this in the area of Torah,
they will attempt to excel in the milieu of the host country. And
they will succeed, commercially and intellectually. This will
result in gradually accelerating assimilation, until the Jewish-
ness of the nation is endangered. At such times, the only way to
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preserve Israel as a people may be for an upheaval to force them
to a new exile, where they will be forced to regroup and build
new institutions of Torah and religious life. Thus, in our verse,
God declares, “The reason | Have rejected and been revolted by
them, to such an extent that | have forced them into lands of
their enemies, is not because | seek to destroy them or annul My
covenant. To the contrary, | am their God. Then why are they
exiled? Because sometimes this is the only way to prevent them
from becoming so assimilated that they disappear as a nation.”
45. oiwR1 N2 — The covenant of the original ancestors, the
twelve tribes. God promised the fathers of the twelve tribes that
He would redeem their offspring (Rashi; Sifra).

D1MYN YN ONKTINKYIT WX — Those whom [ took them out
from the land of Egypt, in order to be their God. Once they
repent, | can again fulfill My original intention — [ have not
changed, it is they who caused the exile! (Sforno).

oM Wy — Before the eyes of the nations. Even at times when
we have not repented and do not deserve His help, God performs
miracles for us in all exiles and in all generations, so that His
Name will not be desecrated. As the Sages expound on verse 44
(Sifra): I have not detested them in the days of Vespasian (con-
queror of the Second Temple), nor have I found them abhorrent
in the days of the Syrian-Greeks, or to obliterate them, to annul
My covenant with them in the days of Haman, for | am HASHEM,
their God, in the days of Gog and Magog (Ramban).

46. n1inm — And the teachings. The word is in the plural,
because it refers to the Written Torah and the Oral Torah. This
verse emphasizes that both were given at Sinai (Rashi; Sifra).

«§ In summary

The Tochachah/Admonition of this chapter is one of two that
are found in the Torah; the other one is in Deuteronomy 28.

Ramban (vs. 16-43) explains that the two admonitions refer to
different periods in Jewish history: Our chapter refers to the sins
of the First Temple era and its aftermath, while Deuteronomy 28
refers to the sins leading up to the second Destruction and the
current exile. Thus our chapter speaks frequently of neglect of
the Sabbatical Year as a cause of the exile, a theme that is
explicitly mentioned in Il Chronicles 36:21 as a reason for the
exile. [Although the Talmud (Yoma 9b) gives the reason for the
first exile as the sins of idolatry, immorality, and bloodshed, our
chapter clearly states that the transgression of the Shemittah
laws was also a factor (see vs. 34-35 and notes).]| The second
Destruction, however, is attributed by the Sages to the sin of
hatred without cause (Yoma 9a).

Another major proof that our chapter speaks of the First
Temple era is that it does not promise either complete repen-
tance or a total redemption. The confession of verse 40 is
inadequate (see notes there), and verse 42 says only that God
will remember the covenant, but not that He will return Israel to
its former eminence or that all the exiled Jews will return to the
Land. After the promise that God will remember the covenant,
the very next verse speaks again of the violated Sabbaticals and
the Land bereft of its children. Indeed, when the Babylonian
exile ended, Eretz Yisrael did not become a free country; it was a
vassal state of Persia, and later of Syria and Rome. When King
Cyrus of Persia gave permission to the Jews to return to the
Land, only 42,360 did so (Ezra 2:64), a pitifully small percentage
of the nation, and all through the years of the Second Temple,
the majority of Jews lived elsewhere.

217.

2§ Gifts to the Temple.
This chapter, which deals with voluntary contributions to the
Temple, was not included among the commandments that
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formed the covenant of the Admonition (26:46), even though it,
too, would seem to belong in the early chapters of this book,
which deal with the offerings. By excluding them, the Torah
means to imply that such voluntary gifts, while surely com-
mendable, are not as essential as the performance of the com-
mandments. No one should ever feel that voluntary contribu-
tions can atone for laxity in what is commanded (R’ Hirsch).

Generally speaking, there are two kinds of sanctified prop-
erty: D7 NWp, monetary sanctification, and qui Ny, physical
sanctification. The difference is in the nature of the sanctity,
which is reflected in many laws. An object or animal with
monetary sanctification is sacred because it is the property of
the Sanctuary, not because it is intrinsically holy. It is forbidden
to use it for any purpose other than a sacred purpose, just as it
is forbidden to use anyone’s private property. An object or
animal with physical sanctification is used for an offering on the
Altar, and is intrinsically holy.

1-8. 13qy/Valuations. Just as people may vow to contribute
specific amounts of money to the Sanctuary, so one may vow to
contribute the value of himself or of another person or thing. One
may do this in two ways. By declaring, for example, "2y 158 17,
the cash value of So-and-so is upon me, one obligates himself to
give what that person would be worth as a commodity, such as a
slave. That, however, is not the subject of our chapter. Here the
Torah speaks of a specific form of vow known as 77y, which, for

lack of an exact English equivalent, we translate as valuation.
This vow involves the holiness inherent in the individual Jew,
the “value” of his soul, as it were. Since there is no “market” that
can assess such a value, and no way for human beings to
measure it, the Torah assigns the amounts to be paid, based not
on the health, strength, earning capacity, or commercial value
of the subject, but solely on his or her age and sex (R’ Munk). In
fulfillment of this kind of vow, one pays a valuation prescribed
by the Torah, a payment that goes to the Temple treasury, to be
used for maintenance or any other necessary expenditures, as
specified in this passage.
2. 937y3 — Regarding your valuation. The translation follows
Radak and the second explanation in Ibn Ezra. Rashi and the first
explanation in /bn Ezra translate regarding a valuation, as if there
were only one 2.

3. wpn Ypwa — Of the shekel of the sanctuary. There are twenty
geras of silver in the shekel of the sanctuary (see Exodus 30:13).

4-7. There are four age-categories of valuation: one month-5
years, 5-20 years, 20-60 years, and over 60. The 20-60 age group
is listed first because the chapter discusses the law of an adult
who vows. Next comes the category of 5-20 years, because it
includes those over bar mitzvah who are halachically adults.
Then come the children who have not yet reached their poten-
tial, and finally the oldest group, which is past its physical prime
(R’ Bachya).
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8. N1 q-oX1 — But if too poor is he. If the one who made the
vow is too poor to pay the full amount, a designated Kohen must
assess how much he can afford to pay. For the purposes of this
evaluation, such necessities as living quarters, tools, and cloth-
ing are not included in his available assets (Arachin 17a, 23b).

9-13. Sanctification and redemption of animals. If an
animal is sanctified for use as an offering, then it may not be
used for any other purpose, even a sacred one, nor may it be
redeemed. If, however, the animal is not suitable for an offering
— blemished, for example — it may be redeemed and its value
used for the offering for which the animal was originally dedi-
cated. The cost of the redemption is the animal’s actual value,
unlike the previous passage that deals with fixed valuations.

9. 1pn 1M WK 59 — Any [part] that he may give of it. It is
possible for only a part of the animal — any [part] — to be

sanctified. For example, if someone sanctified only a leg as an
olah, that leg becomes holy, but not the rest of the animal. Since
the limb is sacred, however, the animal cannot be used for any
secular purpose. The animal must be sold to someone who
needs an olah, and he will then sanctify the rest of it for his
offering (Rashi; Sifra). However, if someone sanctified an organ
without which the animal cannot live, such as the head or the
heart, the entire animal becomes holy (Arachin 5a).

10. inx 2m-x5 95m X5 — He shall not exchange it nor sub-
stitute it. He may not exchange the sacred animal for someone
else’s animal, or substitute it for one of his own (Temurah 9a).

inMn X1 — [t and its substitute. Both animals have the same
sanctity and both must be brought as offerings.

Although the commandments of the Torah are decrees, it is
proper to seek reasons for them. The reason both animals are
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sacred in the case of temurah [a substitute] is because the Torah
plumbs a person’s subconscious and his possible evil inclina-
tion. After having sanctified an animal, someone may change
his mind and regret his donation. He may wish to retrieve it by
substituting an inferior animal for it, so the Torah penalizes him
by decreeing that both animals are sacred. The same penalty
applies even if he substitutes a better animal for an inferior one,
because if people were permitted to substitute in some circum-
stances, they might feel free to do so in other cases as well. For
the same psychological reason — that a person may wish to re-
gain control of something he has sanctified — the Torah re-
quires that an owner who redeems an object must add a sur-
charge of one-fifth, as in verse 13 (Rambam, Hil. Temurah 4:13).

11. nxnv — That is disqualified. The term nxnw usually refers to
a nonkosher species, but since the redemptlon of nonkosher
animals is discussed in verse 27, this verse must refer to some-
thing else. The subject is a kosher animal that was sanctified for
an offering and then developed a blemish that disqualified it.
Only then may such an animal be redeemed; if it is still healthy
and whole, it is not eligible for redemption (Rashi; Sifra).

12. 17937 927¥2 — According to your valuation — [you] the

Kohen. If someone other than the original owner wishes to
redeem the animal, he pays the treasurer of the Sanctuary its
value as appraised by the Kohen, and nothing more.
13. inurmn gon — He must add a fifth of it. If the original owner
redeems it, he must add a “fifth” to the price of the animal. To
compute the fifth, if the animal was worth four shekels, the
owner pays five; thus, his additional amount is a fifth of the total
payment. Whoever redeems the animal, the money is sacred
and belongs to the Sanctuary (Rashi; Sifra).
14. in»a-nx — His house, including any property, real or mov-
able. From the possessive form his house, we derive that a per-
son cannot sanctify property unless it is his. Thus, for example,
a thief cannot sanctify stolen goods (Sifra; Bava Kamma 68b).
R’ Mendel of Kotzk homiletically interpreted the word in'a as
household: How can we tell if a person is holy? — if his house-
hold is holy. One who has raised children who are imbued with
a spirit of holiness and devotion to God must be holy himself.
¥7 121 2iv 12 — Whether good or whether bad. The Kohen's
assessment is binding, whether he determines a high value,
which is good for the Temple treasury, or a low value, which is
bad for the Temple treasury (Ralbag).
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16. 371795 — According to its seeding. A field is redeemed with
a fixed sum based on two factors: the number of crops |its seed-
ings] remaining until the Jubilee, and the size of the field. For a
field of the size given below, the valuation is fifty silver shekels
from one Jubilee to the next, not counting the Jubilee Year
itself. Consequently, for each year remaining until the Jubilee,
the redemption would cost /49 of fifty shekels (Rashi; Sifra).

QMY N Y11 — [An area/ seeded by a chomer of barley. The
Torah gives a flfty shekel assessment for a field big enough to
require one chomer of barley seed. A chomer, referred to in
Mishnaic terminology as a kor, has a volume of 4,320 eggs and
is equal to thirty se'ah, which, according to Chazon Ish, is
approximately 130 gallons. This field's area is 75,000 square
cubits, or approximately 300,000 square feet. Smaller or larger
fields would be redeemed for proportionate amounts.

17. oipr 999y3  — According to your valuation [of it] it shall
remain. The valuation goes down according to the number of
elapsed years, as stated in the next verse.

20-21. Fields that are sold revert to their ancestral owner when
the Jubilee arrives, but not sanctified fields; unless the owner
redeems them, they become the property of the Kohanim.
20. ... 790081 . . . bxa X5-ox) — But if he does not redeem

.or zf one sold There are two ways in which the owner loses his
rlght to reclaim the field in the Jubilee Year: if he, the owner,
chooses not to redeem it, or if one, the Temple treasurer, sells it
to someone else — allows someone else to redeem it. There is
one exception to this rule. The Sages derive that if the owner’s
son redeems the field, it will go back to his father in the Jubilee,
because the son is regarded as his father’s equivalent regarding
certain laws (Arachin 25a; Rashi there).
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21. 75 wTp — Holy to HAsHEM. Unless he or his son has
redeemed it, the owner will not regain his field with the advent
of the Jubilee. Instead, it will be divided among the Kohanim
whose mishmar, or family group, is on duty in the Temple on the
Yom Kippur of the Jubilee, when its laws take effect (Rashi).
However, the Kohanim must redeem the field from the Temple
treasury (Arachin 25b; Rambam, Hil. Arachin 4:19).

26. inx v wrpkY — A man shall not consecrate it. A
firstborn male animal from cattle or the flock is sacred from
birth as an offering; it cannot be consecrated as another sort of
offering because it is not the property of its “owner” (Rashi).
Alternatively, since the animal is holy from birth, it is not
necessary to sanctify it formally (Ramban).

27. Rpva M3 — Among the animals that are unclean. Our
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verse speaks of a nonkosher animal whose owner has conse-
crated it for the benefit of the Temple treasury. If the owner
redeems it, he pays market value, plus a surcharge of a fifth. But
if it is not redeemed by its owner, it shall be sold according to your
valuation, meaning that anyone else may redeem it for its
legitimate purchase price (Rashi).

28-29. Cherem/Totally consecrated property. The word
cherem is customarily used to denote destruction or something
banned from human enjoyment. In the context of this passage,
it refers to a person’s expressed resolution to totally consecrate
an object and thus make it forbidden for personal use (Ralbag).

There are two kinds of cherem: one that is for nai p7a, the
Temple treasury; and the other is a gift for the Kohanim, and
becomes their private property. The cherem of the Temple is
used for maintenance or other Temple needs, or it is sold
[redeemed] with the proceeds going to the Temple treasury. The
cherem of the Kohanim is similar to terumah, in that the owner
loses title to it and cannot redeem it. It must be turned over to
the Kohanim, whereupon it becomes their personal property
and loses all sanctity.

29. oIRT" 1 oM WX — That someone totally consecrates [his
value] as a person. The verse speaks of a person condemned to

death by the court. If someone vows to contribute his monetary
value [o™m7] or his assessed valuation [77y] as above in verses
2-7, the vow is not binding, because, since he shall certainly be
put to death, he has no monetary value and he shall not be
redeemed in payment of the vow (Rashi; Sifra).

According to Ramban, the verse refers to an entirely different
case. The king and the Sanhedrin, as the representatives of the
nation, have the right to require that the entire people or
specified individuals carry out certain actions for the common
good, and to decree that anyone who violates that consensus
shall be put to death (see Ramban for several examples). Our
verse states that whereas a cherem for the Temple treasury can
be redeemed, a person condemned to death for disobeying a
national decree is beyond redemption.

30-31. The second tithe. During the first, second, fourth, and
fifth years of the seven-year Shemittah cycle, a farmer sets aside
one-tenth of his produce, which he must protect from contami-
nation and take to Jerusalem to be eaten. It is known as 2tryn
"W, second tithe, because it is separated from the crop only after
the first tithe is separated for the Levite. The Torah permits the
owner to redeem the tithe for coins, whereupon the sanctity
devolves from the tithe to the coins, which the owner must take
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to the Holy City and use to purchase food or offerings that may
be eaten. [See also Deuteronomy 14:22-27.]

32-33. The tithe of animals.

32. vawn nnn — Under the staff. Every tenth animal of those
born durmg the current season must be sanctified as an offering.
The entire newborn herd or flock is put into a corral with a
narrow opening, and the animals are allowed to leave one by
one. The owner or his designee touches each tenth one with a
paint-daubed stick, marking it as maaser, or the tithe (Rashi;
Bechoros 58b).

19 wp — Holy to HASHEM. The maaser-animal is brought as an
offering. Its fats are offered upon the Altar and all of its meat is
eaten by the owners [and their guests. None of the meat need be
given to the Kohanim] (Rashi).

33. 7p21 Xb — He shall not distinguish. Unlike other offerings,

for which it is meritorious to choose only the best animals, the
tithe must be left purely to chance; whichever one exits tenth is
holy (Rashi; Sifra).

y1Y 2113 — Between good and bad. Even if the tenth animal
is bad, in that it has a blemish that disqualifies it from use as an
offering, it is maaser nonetheless. It may be used only for food,
but not for work or shearing (Rashi; Bechoros 14a).

34. 5x1r 2-5x mwn-nx — Moses to the Children of Israel.
The teacher was worthy of his people, and the people were
worthy of their teacher (Daas Zekeinim).

2§ .JR0 N1y .010b 'y — This Masoretic note means: There
are 78 verses in the Sidrah, numerically corresponding to the
mnemonic &1y. The mnemonic refers to “strength, ” an allusion
to the punishments of the Admonition, which demonstrate
God’s strength (R’ David Feinstein).
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<5 Haftaras Bechukosai

As the prophet of the Destruction, Jeremiah’s message was
much like that of the Sidrah: If the Jewish people are devoted to
the Torah, they will enjoy respect, prosperity, and blessing. If they

forsake the Torah, they will suffer contempt, poverty, and curse.
The prophet begins with a scathing description of how deeply in-
grained is the national sin of idolatry and the coupling of a lack of
faith in God with an absolute faith in frail man. The latter part of
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the message is indeed timeless. For, Jeremiah warns, these illu-
sions will all be in vain; any good that comes of them will be fleet-
ing and end in humiliation and tragedy.

Like even the fiercest prophecies, however, this one ends in
words of hope and consolation, as does the frightful admonition

of our Sidrah. No matter how dark the present and how ominous
the imminent future, God does not forsake Israel forever, nor does
Israel cut its bond to God. The covenant of the Partriachs remains
intact; hope and healing will yet come, for Hashem is our salvation
and praise.
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