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What has the matter of the Sabbatical year to do with Mount Sinai?

Rabbi Dana Sharon
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Parashat BeHar, Leviticus 25:1-25:7
M’ spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai:
Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: When you enter the land that | assign to you, the
land shall observe a sabbath of mmn».
Six years you may sow your field and six years you may prune your vineyard and gather in the
yield. But in the seventh year the land shall have a sabbath of complete rest, a sabbath of mn>:
you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard.
You shall not reap the aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your untrimmed vines;
it shall be a year of complete rest for the land.
But you may eat whatever the land during its sabbath will produce—you, your male and female
slaves, the hired and bound laborers who live with you, and your cattle and the beasts in your
land may eat all its yield.
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Rashi on Leviticus 25:1
[AND THE LORD SPOKE UNTO MOSES] ON THE MOUNT SINAI — What has the matter
of the Sabbatical year to do with Mount Sinai that Scripture felt compelled to expressly state
where it was commanded? Were not all commandments given on Sinai? But this statement is
intended to suggest the following comparison: How is it in the case of the law of Shemittah? Its
general rules, [its specific prescriptions] and minute details were ordained on Mount Sinai! So,
also, were all commandments with their general rules and their minute details ordained on Mount
Sinai. Thus is taught in Torath Cohanim (Sifra, Behar, Section 1 1). It seems to me that the
following is the explanation of this: Since we do not find in Deuteronomy that the law concerning
“the rest of the soil in the Sabbatical year” was repeated in “the fields of Moab” (cf.
Deuteronomy 34:1; the place where Moses repeated many of the commandments contained in
the other books of the Pentateuch), we may infer that all its general rules and specific
prescriptions must have been promulgated on Sinai. The express mention of *3>© 912 here
appears therefore to be unnecessary but Scripture by mentioning it intends to teach regarding
every Divine command (lit., Divine utterance) that was spoken to Moses that in every case they,
their general rules and minute details originated at Sinai and that they were only repeated in “the
fields of Moab”.
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Bavli, Kidushin, 38b

Any mitzva that the Jewish people were commanded to perform before entering Eretz Yisrael,
i.e., it was not linked to entry into the land, applies both in Eretz Yisrael and outside of Eretz
Yisrael. Conversely, any mitzva that they were commanded to perform after they entered Eretz
Yisrael applies only in Eretz Yisrael, except for the abrogation of monetary debts in the Sabbatical
Year (see Deuteronomy 15:1—2), and the emancipation of slaves in the Jubilee Year (see Leviticus
25:39—41). Even though the Jews were commanded with regard to these mitzvot that they were to
perform them only after their entry into Eretz Yisrael, these mitzvot apply both in Eretz Yisrael
and outside of Eretz Yisrael. The Gemara questions the need for this ruling: The abrogation of
monetary debts is an obligation of the body. Since this mitzva is not referring to the land, what is
the novelty of the ruling that it applies even outside of Eretz Yisrael?

The Gemara answers: It is necessary to mention the cancellation of debts only for that which is
taught in a baraita. As it is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi says: The verse states in
the context of the cancellation of debts: “And this is the manner of the abrogation: He shall
abrogate” (Deuteronomy 15:2). The verse speaks of two types of abrogation: One is the release of
land and one is the abrogation of monetary debts. Since the two are juxtaposed, one can learn
the following: At a time when you release land, when the Jubilee Year is practiced, you abrogate
monetary debts; at a time when you do not release land, such as the present time, when the
Jubilee Year is no longer practiced, you also do not abrogate monetary debts.

The Gemara asks: But why not say that one can learn the following from this juxtaposition: In a
place where you release land, i.e., in Eretz Yisrael, you abrogate monetary debts, and in a place
where you do not release land, you do not abrogate monetary debts. If so, the abrogation of
debts would apply only in Eretz Yisrael, despite the fact that this obligation is not related to the
land. Therefore, the verse states: “Because the Lord’s abrogation has been proclaimed”
(Deuteronomy 15:2), to indicate that this obligation applies in any case, even outside of Eretz
Yisrael. This is the novelty of the statement of Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon.
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Mishneh Torah, 7:9, Maimonides

LAWS OF THE SABBATICAL YEAR AND THE YEAR OF THE JUBILEE.

These comprise twenty-two precepts, of which nine are affirmative, and thirteen are negative
precepts. The detailed statement is as follows: 1) that the land shall remain untilled in the
Sabbatical year; 2) that one should not engage in agricultural work in that year; 3) that one should
not engage in arboricultural work in that year; 4) that one should not cut the aftermath which
grows of itself after the manner of the reapers; 5) that one should not gather the fruit of the



untended trees, after the manner of the workers who gather the fruit in vineyards and orchards;
6) that one should leave what the land produces (in the year) free to all; 7) that one should release
all loans; 8) that one should not press or make demands upon the debtor; 9) that one should not
refrain from making loans prior to the Sabbatical year, for fear of losing one’s money; 10) to
count the years by sevens; 11) to hallow the fiftieth year; 12) to sound the Shofar(ram’s horn) on
the tenth of Tishri (in that year), as a signal that slaves shall go out free; 13) that the soil shall not
be tilled in that year; 14) not to cut the aftermath which grows of itself in this year after the
manner of the reapers; 15) not to gather the fruits of the year of the untended trees after the
manner of the workers who gather the fruit in vineyards and orchards; 16) to grant redemption of
the land in this year. This is the law of land (in Palestine) whether inherited or acquired by
purchase; 17) that the land shall not be sold in perpetuity; 18) the law concerning houses in walled
cities; 19) that the entire tribe of Levi shall not receive a heritage in the land of Israel, but cities to
dwell in shall be given to them as a gift; 20) that the tribe of Levi shall not take a share of the
spoils of war; 21) to give to the Levites cities to dwell in, together with their suburbs; 22) that the
suburbs of any of their cities shall never be sold (in perpetuity), but the Levites may redeem these
suburbs at any time before the Jubilee or after the Jubilee.



