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A Sabbath of the Land for You: Shemita, Ethics, and Jewish Philosophy
Session 1: Introduction - Why does Shemita matter to Jewish Ethics?
An Initial Explanation of the Ethical Significance of Shemitah
Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed
“With regard to all the commandments that we have enumerated in Laws concerning the Sabbatical
Year and the Jubilee, some of them are meant to lead to pity and help for all men—as the text has it:
That the poor of thy people may eat; and what they leave the beasts of the field shall eat, and so
on—are meant to make the earth more fertile and stronger through letting it lie fallow. Others are
meant to lead benevolence toward slaves and poor people; I refer to the remission of debts and freeing
of slaves. Others consider what is useful from a permanent point of view in providing for a living,
through turning the whole land into an inalienable possession that cannot be sold in absolute fashion:
And the land shall not be sold in perpetuity; consequently a man’s property remains, as far as the
landed property itself is concerned, reserved for him and his children, and he can only exploit its
produce” 553 (III 39).
The Biblical Injunctions
Leviticus 25:1-10

10–25:1 ויקרא

The LORD spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai:

ִינ֖י לֵאמֹֽר׃
ַ ׁשה ּבְהַ ֥ר ס
ֶ ֔ ֹ ַוי ְדַ ֵ ּ֤בר ה׳ אֶל־מ

Speak to the Israelite people and say to them:

ּדַ ֞ ֵּבר אֶל־ּב ְֵנ֤י יִׂש ְָר ֵאל֙ וְָאמ ְַר ָ ּ֣ת ֲא ֵל ֶ֔הם ִּכ֤י תָ בֹ֙א ּ֙ו
ׁשב ָ ְ֣תה ָה ָ֔א ֶרץ
ָ ֲׁשר ֲא ִנ֖י נ ֵ ֹ֣תן ל ֶָכ֑ם ְו
֥ ֶ אֶל־ ָה ָ֔א ֶרץ א
ׁש ָ ַּ֖בת לַה׳׃

When you enter the land that I assign to you, the land
shall observe a sabbath of the LORD.
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 the LORD: you shall not sow

ׁש ִנ֖ים ּתִ ז ְ֣מ ֹר ּכ ְַר ֶ ֑מָך
ָ ׁשנִים֙ ּתִ ז ַ ְ֣רע ׂשָדֶ֔ ָך ו ֵ ְׁ֥שׁש
ָ ֵ ׁ֤שׁש
בּוָאתּֽה׃
ָ
ְוְָא ַספ ָ ְּ֖ת אֶת־ּת
ׁשּבָתֹו ֙ן י ִ ְה ֶי֣ה ָל ָ֔א ֶרץ ׁש ָ ַּ֖בת
ַ ּׁשבִי ִ֗עת ׁש ַ ַּ֤בת
ְ ּו ַבּׁש ָָנ֣ה ַה
לַיה ָ ֹו֑ה ָׂשֽדְ ָ֙ך ֹל֣ א תִ ז ְָ֔רע ְוכ ְַרמְָך֖ ֹל֥ א תִ זְמֹֽר׃

1

בס׳׳ד

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.
You shall count off seven weeks of years—seven times
seven years—so that the period of seven weeks of years
gives you a total of forty-nine years.
Then you shall sound the horn loud; in the seventh
month, on the tenth day of the month—the Day of
Atonement—you shall have the horn sounded
throughout your land

ֵ ֣את ס ְִפ֤י ַח קְצִ ְֽיר ָ֙ך ֹל֣ א תִ ק ְ֔צֹור ְואֶת־ ִעּנְבֵ ֥י נְז ֶ ִ֖ירָך ֹל֣ א
ׁשּב ָ֖תֹון י ִ ְה ֶי ֥ה לָאָ ֶֽרץ׃
ַ תִ ב ְ֑צ ֹר ׁשְנַ ֥ת
ַ ְ֠ו ָהי ְ֠תָ ה
ׁ֣ש ַּ֨בת ה ָ ָ֤א ֶרץ ָלכֶם֙ ְל ְכ ָ֔לה לְָך֖ ּו ְל ַעבְּדְ ָך
ְתֹוׁשב ְָ֔ך ַהּג ִ ָ֖רים עִּמָ ְֽך׃
֣ ָ ְו ַל ֲאמ ֶ ָ֑תָך ְו ִלׂשְכִ ְֽיר ָ֙ך ּול
ְַאר ֶ ֑צָך ּתִ ְה ֶי ֥ה
ְ ֲׁשר ּב
֣ ֶ ְו ִ֨ל ְב ֶהמְּתְ ָ֔ך וְלַ ֽ ַח ָּי֖ה א
בּוָאתּה ֶלאֱכֹֽל׃ {ס
ְ} ׇכל־ּת
ָ֖
ׁש ִנ֖ים ֶ ׁ֣שבַע
ָ ׁש ִ֔נים ֶ ׁ֥שבַע
ָ ׁשּב ְ֣ת ֹת
ַ ׁשבַע
ֶ ֚ ְו ָספ ְַר ָ ּ֣ת ל ְָ֗ך
ּׁש ִ֔נים ֵ ּ֥תׁשַע
ָ ׁשּב ְ֣ת ֹת ַה
ַ ׁשבַע
ֶ ֚ ְּפע ִ ָ֑מים ְו ָהיּ֣ו ל ְָ֗ך י ְ ֵמ ֙י
ְַארּב ִ ָ֖עים ׁשָנָ ֽה׃
ְ ו
ּׁש ִב ִ֔עי ֶּבע ָׂ֖שֹור
ְ ׁשֹופ֤ר ּתְ רּועָה֙ ּב ַ֣ח ֹדֶ ׁש ַה
ַ ָוְהַ ֽ ֲעב ְַר ּ֞ת
ׁשֹופר
֖ ָ ל ַ֑ח ֹדֶ ׁש ּבְיֹום֙ ַה ִּכּפ ִֻ֔רים ּתַ ע ֲִב֥ירּו
ל־ַארצְכֶ ֽם׃
ְ
ּב ְׇכ
את֥ם ּדְ ֛רֹור
ֶ ׁש ָ֔נה ּוק ְָר
ָ ְ֙וקִּדַ ׁשְּתֶ֗ ם ֵ ֣את ׁש ְַנ֤ת ַה ֲח ִמּׁשִים
ׁשבְּתֶ֗ ם
ַ ּב ָ ָ֖א ֶרץ ל ְׇכל־יֹׁש ֶ ְ֑בי ָה יֹובֵ ֥ל הִו ֙א ּתִ ְה ֶי֣ה ָל ֶ֔כם ְו
ׁש ַּפח ְּ֖תֹו ּתָ ֻׁשֽבּו׃
ְ ֚ ִאיׁש אֶל־ ֲא ֻחּז ָ֔תֹו ו ְִא֥יׁש אֶל־ ִמ

and you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim
release throughout the land for all its inhabitants. It shall
be a jubilee for you: each of you shall return to his holding
and each of you shall return to his family.

Deuteronomy 15:1-15

Every seventh year- you shall practice remission of debts.
This shall be the nature of the remission: every creditor
shall remit the due that he claims from his fellow; he
shall not dun his fellow or kinsman, for the remission
proclaimed is of the LORD.
You may dun the foreigner; but you must remit
whatever is due you from your kinsmen.

15–15:1 דברים

ׁשמ ִָּטֽה׃
ְ ֲׂשה
ָ ׁשבַע־
ֽ ֶ מִּקֵ ֥ץ
֥ ֶ ׁש ִנ֖ים ּתַ ע
ֲׁשר
ְ ְוזֶה֮ ּדְ ַ ֣בר ַה
֣ ֵ ּׁש ִמּט ָ֒ה ׁש ָ֗מֹוט ׇּכל־ ַּ֙ב ַעל֙ מ
֥ ֶ ַּׁשה י ָ֔דֹו א
ֶת־ר ֙ ֵעה ּ֙ו ְואֶת־ָא ִ֔חיו ּכִ ֽי־ק ָ ָ֥רא
ֵ י ֶ ַּׁ֖שה ּב ְֵר ֵ ֑עהּו ֹלֽא־י ִּ֤ג ֹׂש א
ׁשמ ָ ִּ֖טה לַה׳׃
ְ
ֶת־ָאחיָך ּתַ ׁשְמֵ ֥ט
ׁשר י ִ ְה ֶי ֥ה לְָך֛ א
ֶ ֨ אֶת־הַּנכ ִ ְ֖רי ּתִ ּ֑ג ֹׂש ַו ֲא
ִ֖
י ֶָדָֽך׃
ֶ֕אפֶס ִּכ֛י ֹל֥ א ִי ֽ ְהי ֶה־ּבְָך֖ ֶאבְי֑ ֹון ּכִ ֽי־ב ֵ ָ֤רְך י ְבָ ֶֽר ְכ ָ֙ך ה׳
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There shall be no needy among you—since the LORD
your God will bless you in the land that the LORD
your God is giving you as a hereditary portion—
if only you heed the LORD your God and take care to
keep all this Instruction that I enjoin upon you this day.
For the LORD your God will bless you as He has
promised you: you will extend loans to many nations,
but require none yourself; you will dominate many
nations, but they will not dominate you.
If, however, there is a needy person among you, one of
your kinsmen in any of your settlements in the land
that the LORD your God is giving you, do not harden
your heart and shut your hand against your needy
kinsman.
Rather, you must open your hand and lend him
sufficient for whatever he needs.
Beware lest you harbor the base thought, “The seventh
year, the year of remission, is approaching,” so that you
are mean to your needy kinsman and give him nothing.
He will cry out to the LORD against you, and you will
incur guilt.
Give to him readily and have no regrets when you do so,
for in return the LORD your God will bless you in all
your efforts and in all your undertakings.
For there will never cease to be needy ones in your land,
which is why I command you: open your hand to the
poor and needy kinsman in your land.
If a fellow Hebrew, man or woman, is sold to you, he
shall serve you six years, and in the seventh year you
shall set him free.

ׁש ֙ר ה׳ אֱֹל ֶ֔היָך נ ֹֽתֵ ן־לְָך֥ נַח ֲָל֖ה ל ְִרׁש ְָּתּֽה׃
ֶ ָּב ָ֕א ֶרץ ֲא
ֱֹלהיָך ִלׁש ְ֤מ ֹר
ְ ִ֚ ַרק אִם־ׁש ָ֣מֹו ַע ּת
֑ ֶ ׁש ַ֔מע ּב ְ֖קֹול ה׳ א
ֲׁשר ָאנ ִֹכ֥י ְמ ַצּוְָך֖ ַהּי ֹֽום׃
֛ ֶ ֶת־ּכ ַה ִּמצ ְָו֣ה ה ַּ֔ז ֹאת א
ַלעֲׂשֹו ֙ת א ׇ
ֶר־לְ֑ך וְהַ ֽ ֲע ַבט ְּ֞תָ ּגֹו ִי֣ם
ָ ֲׁשר ּדִ ּב
֖ ֶ ּכִ ֽי־ה׳ אֱֹל ֙ ֶהי ָ֙ך ּבֵ ַֽרכ ְָ֔ך ַּכא
ׁשל ְָּ֙ת ּבְגֹו ִי֣ם ַר ִּ֔בים ּובְָך֖ ֹל֥ א
ַ ֽ ַָר ִּ֗בים ְואַּתָ ה֙ ֹל֣ א תַ ע ֲ֔ב ֹט ּומ
}יִמְׁשֹֽלּו׃ {ס
ׁשע ֶָ֔ריָך
ְ ְַאחד
֣ ַ ֵַאחד ַא ֙ ֶחי ָ֙ך ּב
֤ ַ ּכִ ֽי־י ִ ְהי ֶה֩ ב ְָ֨ך ֶאבְי֜ ֹון מ
ֱֹלהיָך נ ֵ ֹ֣תן ָלְ֑ך ֹ֧לא תְ א ֵ ַּ֣מץ
֖ ֶ ְּב ַ֨א ְרצ ְָ֔ך ֲאׁשֶר־ה׳ א
ֵָאחיָך ָה ֶא ְבי ֹֽון׃
֖ ִ אֶת־ ְל ָבב ְָ֗ך וְֹל֤ א תִ קְּפ ֹ ֙ץ אֶת־ ָי֣דְ ָ֔ך מ
ּכִ ֽי־פ ָ֧ת ֹ ַח ּתִ פ ְַּת֛ח אֶת־י ָדְ ָך֖ ֑לֹו ְו ַה ֲעבֵט֙ ּתַ ֲעבִי ֶ֔טּנּו ּ֚דֵ י
ֲׁשר יֶח ַ ְ֖סר לֹֽו׃
֥ ֶ ַמחְס ֹ֔רֹו א
ֵאמ ֹר
֗ ה ָ ִּׁ֣שמֶר ל ְָ֡ך ּפֶן־י ִ ְה ֶי֣ה דָ ָב ֩ר עִם־ ְל ָבב ְָ֨ך ְב ִל ַּ֜יעַל ל
ּׁש ִמּט ָ֒ה ו ְָר ָ ֣עה ֵעֽינ ְָ֗ך ּבְָא ֙ ִחי ָ֙ך
ְ ּׁשבַע֮ ׁש ְַנ֣ת ַה
ֶ ֘ ָ ֽק ְר ָ ֣בה ׁשְנַ ֽת־ ַה
֖הָ ֽ ֶאבְי֔ ֹון וְֹל֥ א תִ ֵ ּ֖תן ֑לֹו ְוק ָ ָ֤רא ָע ֶל֙י ָ֙ך אֶל־י ְה ֹ֔ ָוה ְו ָה ָי ֥ה בְָך
ֵ ֽחטְא׃
נ ָ֤תֹון ּתִ ּתֵ ֙ן ֔לֹו וְֹלא־י ַ ֵ֥רע ְל ָבבְָך֖ ּבְתִ ּתְ ָך֣ ֑לֹו ִּ֞כי ִּבג ְַל֣ל ׀
ׂשָך ּוב ְ֖כ ֹל ִמׁשְלַ ֥ח
ֶ ֔ הַּדָ ָ ֣בר ַה ֶּ֗זה יְב ֶָר ְכ ָ֙ך ה׳ אֱֹל ֶ֔היָך ְּב ַמ ֲע
י ֶָדָֽך׃
ִּכ֛י ֹלא־יֶחְּדַ ֥ל ֶאבְי֖ ֹון מ ֶ ִּ֣ק ֶרב ה ָ ָ֑א ֶרץ עַל־ ֵּ֞כן ָאנ ִֹכ֤י ְמ ַצ ְּו ָ֙ך
֔ ל
ְָ֖אחיָך ַל ֲענִ ֶּי ָ֛ך ּו ְל ֶאבְיֹנְָך
֧ ִ ֵאמ ֹר ֠ ָּפ ֠ת ֹ ַח ּתִ פְּתַ֨ ח אֶת־י ָדְ ָ֜ך ל
}ְַארצֶ ָֽך׃ {ס
ְ ּב
ָאחיָך הָ ֽ ִעב ְִ֗רי ֚אֹו הָ ֽ ִעב ְִר ָּ֔יה ַועֲבָ ֽדְ ָך֖ ֵ ׁ֣שׁש
֣ ִ ּכִ ֽי־י ִ ָּמ ֵ֨כר ל ְָ֜ך
ׁשּל ְֶחּ֥נּו ׇחפ ִ ְׁ֖שי ֵמעִּמָ ְֽך׃
ַ ְּׁשבִי ִ֔עת ּת
ְ ּׁשנָה֙ ַה
ָ ׁש ִנ֑ים ּו ַב
ָ
יקם׃
ֽ ָ ׁשּל ֶ ְ֖חּנּו ֵר
ַ ְׁשּל ְֶחּ֥נּו ׇחפ ִ ְׁ֖שי מֵ ֽע ָ ִּ֑מְך ֹל֥ א ת
ַ ְוְכִ ֽי־ת
ֲׁשר
֧ ֶ ַהע ֲֵנ֤יק ּתַ ֲענִיק֙ ֔לֹו מ ִּ֣צ ֹאנ ְָ֔ך ּומִ ּֽגׇ ְרנְָך֖ ּו ִמּיִק ֶ ְ֑בָך א
ֱֹלהיָך ּתִ ּתֶ ן־לֹֽו׃
֖ ֶ ּב ֵַרכְָך֛ ה׳ א
ֱֹלהיָך
ָ֙ ִ ְוזָכ ְַרּתָ֗ ִּכ֣י ֶ ֤עבֶד ָהי
֑ ֶ ֙ית ּב ֶ ְ֣א ֶרץ ִמצ ְַ֔רי ִם וַ ּֽיִפְּדְ ָך֖ ה׳ א
עַל־ ֵּ֞כן ָאנ ִֹכ֧י ְמ ַצּוְָך֛ אֶת־הַּדָ בָ ֥ר ַה ֶּז֖ה ַהּי ֹֽום׃

When you set him free, do not let him go
empty-handed:
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Furnish him out of the flock, threshing floor, and vat,
with which the LORD your God has blessed you.
Bear in mind that you were slaves in the land of Egypt
and the LORD your God redeemed you; therefore I
enjoin this commandment upon you today.

Key Ethical Questions Raised by Shemitah:
Nechama Leibowitz: Commentary on Behar 1, pg. 516.
“Thus there are two precepts to be complied with by the Jew in the shemitah year, which leave their
imprint on life during that year: The suspension of agricultural work, and the renunciation of
ownership of all agricultural produce, declaring it public property. (We shall not now deal with the
third precept, the cancellation of all monetary debts mentioned in Parashat Re’e.) Whoever wishes to
find a reason for the institution of the Sabbatical year of the land, must bear in mind, not only one, but
both above mentioned aspects of the Shemitah year.
Jeffery Tigay, JPS Commentary on Devarim (15:3) (p.146)
The remission applies only to debts owed by fellow Israelites, not those owed by foreigners. Similarly,
the msharum edict of the Babylonian king Ammitsaduka canceled only the debts of Akkadians and
Amorites in Babylon. The distinction between citizens and foreigners may be due to the fact that
forgiving debts is an extraordinary sacrifice. Collecting debts is a legitimate right that members of
society are willing to forgo only on behalf of those who have a specific familylike claim on their
generosity. In practical terms, remission of debts aims to reestablish economic equilibrium within a
society, and since foreigners are only temporary residents they are not members of that society. Indeed,
since foreigners were normally present in a country for purposes of trade, goods or money given to
them on credit were usually investments or advance payments on goods, not loans because of poverty.
A Mitzvah We Cannot Perform?
Jeffery Tigay, JPS Commentary on Devarim 15:7-11 (p. 146-7)
Moses anticipates a complication arising from the preceding law. Even those who would normally be
willing to lend to the poor might be reluctant to do so as the year of remission approaches, since they
would very likely lose what they loaned. Moses urges the people to disregard such calculations, arguing
that God would bless with further prosperity those who do not lend to the poor and would punish
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those who refuse to lend. (In late Second Temple times this law did become a deterrent to lending, and
a legal fiction was devised to remedy the problem…)
This section of the chapter is not a law but an ethical exhortation. Because there is no way for authority
to judge the true motives of persons who refuse to lend, the exhortation could hardly have been
enforceable. This is why the only recourse of the poor who are denied loans is a plea to God (v. 9b). To
add force to the exhortation, Moses uses several value-charged idioms—‘hardening the heart,’ ‘base
thought,’ and ‘mean’—to deprecate refusal to lend.
Mishnah Gittin 4:3
A widow is not paid from the property of
orphans except if she takes an oath [that she has
not already received part of her ketubah]. The
courts were reluctant to administer the oath, and
so Rabban Gamliel the Elder established that she
should take any vow that the orphans wanted,
and then collect her ketubah. And witnesses sign
a get because of tikkun olam. Hillel established
prozbul because of tikkun olam.

Mishnah Shevi’it 10:3
The Prozbul is not suspended [because of
shemitah]. This is one of the things that Hillel
the Elder established, when he saw that people
were reluctant to lend to one another, and that
they were violating what is written (Deut. 15:9)
“Beware lest you harbor the base thought, “The
seventh year, the year of remission, is
approaching,” so that you are mean to your
needy kinsman and give him nothing. He will cry
out to the LORD against you, and you will incur
guilt.” Therefore, Hillel establishes the Prozbul.

ג:משנה גיטין ד
 נמנעו.אין אלמנה נפרעת מנכסי יתומים אלא בשבועה
 התקין רבן גמליאל הזקן שתהא נודרת.מלהשביעה
 העדים חותמין על.ליתומים כל מה שירצו וגובה כתובתה
 הלל התקין פרוזבול מפני תיקון.הגט מפני תיקון העולם
:העולם

ג:משנה שביעית י
ׁשהִתְ קִין ִהּלֵל
ֶ  זֶה ֶאחָד מִן הַּדְ ב ִָרים.ׁשּמֵט
ַ  אֵינֹו ְמ,ּפְרֹוזְּבּול
ׁשּנִ ְמנְעּו ָהעָם ִמ ְּל ַהלְוֹות זֶה אֶת זֶה וְעֹוב ְִרין
ֶ  ְּכׁש ֶָרָאה,ַהּזָקֵן
ּׁשמֶר לְָך ּפֶן י ִ ְהי ֶה דָ בָר
ָ ַּתֹורה (דברים טו) ִה
ָ ּׁשּכָתּוב ּב
ֶ עַל מַה
: הִתְ קִין ִהּלֵל ַלּפְרֹוזְּבּול,'עִם ְל ָבבְָך ְּב ִלּיַעַל וְגֹו
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