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Introduction Rabbi Dr. Ari Berman
President, Yeshiva University

MEYACHED AND ME’ACHED: THE UNIQUE 
AND UNIFYING EFFECT OF REVELATION

Revelation at Sinai not only 
changed the course of history 
— it transformed our very 

idea of self.

The Talmud teaches us that the amora 
Rav Yosef would only eat the finest 
meats on Shavuos, taking special care 
in celebrating this holiday (Pesachim 
68b):

ַרב יֹוֵסף ְּביֹוָמא ַדֲעַצְרָּתא ָאַמר: ָעְבִדי ִלי ִעְגָלא 
ִּתְלָּתא. ָאַמר, ִאי ָלא ַהאי יֹוָמא ְּדָקא ָגֵרים — 

ַּכָּמה יֹוֵסף ִאיָּכא ְּבׁשּוָקא. 
Rav Yosef, on the day of Shavuot, would 
say: Prepare me a third-born calf. He 
said: Were it not for the impact of this 
day, how many Yosefs would there be in 
the market? 

What exactly does Rav Yosef mean? 
Why would there be many Yosefs in 
the marketplace if not for the holiday 
of Shavuos?

Rashi explains Rav Yosef ’s remarks 
as a reflection on the transformative 
nature of Torah. Without Torah, Rav 
Yosef says, I would be like anyone 
else in the marketplace. It is Torah, 
according to Rashi, that made Rav 
Yosef unique.

I once heard a second approach to 
understanding this teaching from 
my friend and psychoanalyst Dr. 
Daniel Rothenberg. He explained 
that this Gemara is teaching us a very 

important lesson on how one views 
their life. Each of us have myriad 
responsibilities — in our homes, our 
synagogues, our communal lives and 
our professional lives. We all have 
multiple character traits and many 
different identities. And without a 
clear purpose, our very notion of self 
is challenged. Am I a professional or 
a spouse or a parent or a student or a 
teacher or a leader or a follower? As 
we step into different environments, 
we assume different roles. A master 
of the board room might be a simple 
parishioner in shul and an emotional 
teddy bear at home. 

What is the connective tissue that 
holds all these identities into one 
person?

In Pachad Yitzchak, in the 94th letter 
of his collected correspondence, 
Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner relates that he 

If Torat Emet is seen 
as a conduit for Torat 

Chaim, then our 
sense of self becomes 

unified and whole.
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was once asked advice by a student 
who felt he was living a double 
existence — one in the workplace, 
which was filled with secular 
accomplishments, and the other at 
home, which was filled with Torah. 
He felt like a fraud, and he turned to 
his teacher for guidance. Rav Hutner 
answered that someone who has 
two houses with two wives and two 
families is living a double life, but 
one who has multiple rooms in the 
same house is not leading a double 
life, but a unified life with multiple 
facets. Rav Hutner’s point is that we 
must contextualize our entire lives as 
avodat Hashem — heavenly service. 

In all aspects. If Torah is understood 
as not just what we study but how we 
live, if Torat Emet is seen as a conduit 
for Torat Chaim, then our sense of self 
becomes unified and whole.

And this is the benefit of the Torah 
that Rav Yosef celebrated on Shavuos. 
Were it not for Shavuos, he explained, 
there would be many Rav Yosefs 
in the marketplace. Rav Yosef was 
imagining a life driven without a 
cohesive, elevated purpose. And 
without a purpose we are scattered — 
there are many of us and many Rav 
Yosefs. Without Torah there could 
be several Rav Yosefs depending on 
the environment. With Torah, with a 

purpose, there is one Rav Yosef. 

Torah according to both Rashi’s 
interpretation and this approach 
accomplishes a dual mission: it 
distinguishes us, and it unifies us. It is 
both meyached and me’ached. 

As the world becomes more 
connected and globalized, it is easier 
than ever to feel untethered, without 
a cohesive self. Work creeps into our 
home life and our home life beckons 
us during our work life. And that is 
why we need to celebrate a purpose-
driven life like Rav Yosef. Without 
revelation, we are scattered, but with 
Torah we can all be one.

Find more shiurim and articles from Rabbi Dr. Berman at  
https://www.yutorah.org/rabbi-dr-ari-berman/

TORAT CHAIM TORAT ADAM TORAT CHESED TORAT ZION

INFINITE  
HUMAN WORTH

We believe in the  
infinite worth  
of each and every 
human being.

Judaic tradition first introduced to the 
world the radical proposition that 
each individual is created in the divine 
image and accordingly possesses 
incalculable worth and value.

The unique talents and skills each 
individual possesses are a reflection 
of this divine image, and it is therefore 
a sacred task to hone and develop 
them. The vast expansive human 
diversity that results from this process 
is not a challenge but a blessing. 
Each of us has our own path  
to greatness.

COMPASSION

We believe in  
the responsibility  
to reach out to  
others in compassion.

Even as we recognize the opportuni-
ties of human diversity, Jewish 
tradition emphasizes the importance 
of common obligations. In particular, 
every human being is given the same 
responsibility to use his or her unique 
gifts in the service of others; to care 
for their fellow human beings; to 
reach out to them in thoughtfulness, 
kindness and sensitivity; and to form 
a connected community.

REDEMPTION

We believe that  
humanity’s purpose  
is to transform our 
world for the better 
and move history 
forward.

In Jewish thought, the concept of 
redemption represents the conviction 
that while we live in an imperfect world, 
we have a responsibility to strive toward 
its perfection. Regardless of a person’s 
personal convictions about whether 
social perfection is attainable or even 
definable, it is the act of working toward 
it that gives our lives meaning and 
purpose. This common striving is an 
endeavor that brings all of humanity 
together.

The Jewish people’s task to build up  
the land of Israel into an inspiring model 
society represents this effort in 
microcosm. But it is part of a larger 
project that includes all of humankind.  
If the arc of the moral universe bends 
toward justice, then redemption 
represents our responsibility to work 
together in the service of God to move 
history forward.

TRUTH

We believe  
in truth, and  
humanity’s ability  
to discover it.

The pursuit of truth has always been 
the driving force behind advances in 
human understanding, from Socrates’ 
wanderings through the streets of 
Athens to the innovations of the 
Industrial Revolution. People of faith, 
who believe in a divine author of 
Creation, believe that the act of 
discovery is sacred, whether in the 
realm of philosophy, physics, 
economics or the study of the  
human mind.

The Jewish people in particular affirm 
that beginning with the Revelation of 
the Torah at Mount Sinai, God 
entrusted eternal teachings and 
values to us that we must cherish and 
study diligently above all else, for they 
represent the terms of the special 
covenant that God made with us. All 
people, regardless of their faith 
background, should value the 
accumulation of knowledge because 
it is the way to truth and a prerequi-
site to human growth.

TORAT EMET TORAT CHAIM TORAT ADAM

CORE TORAH  
VALUES 

Yeshiva University is a unique 

ecosystem of educational 

institutions and resources 

that prepares the next 

generation of leaders with 

Jewish values and market-

ready skills to achieve great 

success in their personal and 

professional lives, endowing 

them with both the will and 

wherewithal to transform the 

Jewish world and broader 

society for the better.

YU.EDU/VALUES

LIFE

We believe in  
bringing values 
to life.

Jewish thought asserts that truth is 
made available to human beings not 
simply so they can marvel at it but 
also so that they can use it. Students 
studying literature, computer science, 
law, psychology or anything else are 
expected to take what they learn and 
implement it within their own lives as 
well as apply it to the real world 
around them.

When people see a problem that 
needs addressing, their responsibility 
is to draw upon the truths they 
uncovered during their studies in 
finding a solution. They must live truth 
in the real world, not simply study it in 
the classroom.

INFINITE  
HUMAN WORTH

We believe in the  
infinite worth  
of each and every 
human being.

Judaic tradition first introduced to the 
world the radical proposition that 
each individual is created in the divine 
image and accordingly possesses 
incalculable worth and value.

The unique talents and skills each 
individual possesses are a reflection 
of this divine image, and it is therefore 
a sacred task to hone and develop 
them. The vast expansive human 
diversity that results from this process 
is not a challenge but a blessing. 
Each of us has our own path  
to greatness.
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Table Talk:
Quotes and Questions 
for Family Discussions
Prepared by Rabbi Marc Eichenbaum
Yeshiva University's Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks-Herenstein 
Center for Values and Leadership

“Shavuot is when we celebrate the giving of the law at 
Mount Sinai. The fact that we read Ruth’s story at this 
time tells us that society cannot be made by laws alone. 
It needs something more – the unforced, unlegislated 
kindness that makes us reach out to the lonely and 
vulnerable, even if we are lonely and vulnerable 
ourselves. Then and now, society needs the kindness of 
strangers.”
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, The Power of Ideas: Words of Faith and 
Wisdom, (Hodder & Stoughton, 2021): 78.

• What does Rabbi Sacks think is the reason 
we read Ruth on Shavuot?

• Can you think of other reasons we read Ruth 
on Shavuot?

• When was the last time you experienced the 
kindness of a stranger? 

ּומֶֹשה ָעָלה ֶאל ָהֱאֹלִקים ַוִיְקָרא ֵאָליו ה' ִמן ָהָהר ֵלאמֹר ֹכה ֹתאַמר ְלֵבית 
ַיֲעֹקב ְוַתֵגיד ִלְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל:

“And Moses went up to God. God called to him from 
the mountain, saying, “Thus shall you say to the house 
of Jacob and declare to the children of Israel.”
Exodus 19:3

• Rashi segments the audience for this into 
two groups, “house of Jacob” and “children of 
Israel.” Why?

• What might the different verbs associated 
with each group teach us?

• When have you used different communication 
skills to convey the same message to 
different people?

“Only he who has the commandments of God 
engraved on his soul and who is not subject to human 
dictates can be called free. The children of Israel 
were not summoned to the service of God until they 
had ceased to be in Pharaoh’s service. The road from 
Egypt to Sinai represented a momentous spiritual and 
physical transition and it is this that the text refers to 
when it states: ‘You yourselves have seen what I did 
to Egypt, How I bore you aloft on eagles’ wings and 
brought you to Myself.’”
Dr. Nechama Leibowitz, Studies in Shemot, (World Zionist 
Organization, 1981): 298-299.

• According to Dr. Leibowitz, when is a person 
truly free? 

• Why do B’nei Yisrael need to leave one 
service to enter another? 

• What human dictates are holding you back 
from being truly free and dedicated to God?

“When the Jews were delivered from the Egyptian 
oppression and Moses rose to undertake the almost 
impossible task of metamorphosing a tribe of slaves 
into a nation of priests, he was told by G-d that the 
path leading from the holiday of Pesach to Shavuot, 
from initial liberation to consummate freedom, leads 
through the medium of time. The commandment of 
sefirah was entrusted to the Jew; the wondrous test 
of counting 49 successive days was put to him. These 
49 days must be whole. If one day is missed, the act 
of numeration is invalidated… A slave who is capable 
of appreciating each day, of grasping its meaning and 
worth, of weaving every thread of time into a glorious 
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fabric, quantitatively stretching over the period of 
seven weeks but qualitatively forming the warp and 
woof of centuries of change, is eligible for Torah. He 
has achieved freedom.”
Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, "Sacred and Profane: Kodesh 
and Chol in World Perspectives" (Tradition, 1993): 67.

• According to Rabbi Soloveitchik, what is the 
purpose of the mitzvah of sefirat ha’omer?

• How else does the mitzvah of sefirat ha’omer 
prepare us for Shavuot?

• What can you do right now to make each day 
count more?

“Ruth’s hug was one-sided. Naomi did not 
embrace Ruth in return. She offered no words of 
acknowledgment or love to her needy and vulnerable 
daughter-in-law. Naomi herself explains why later, 
when she speaks to those who greet her at the entrance 
to Bethlehem: She regards herself as punished by 
God. She is bitter and feels herself unworthy of love. 
Grief has emptied her. But Naomi’s story did not end 
here. Because of Ruth’s hug, Naomi was eventually 
allowed the truly restorative embrace that comes later, 
in chapter four. A child, Obed, was born to Ruth and 
Boaz, and ‘Naomi took the child and held it to her 
bosom’ (4:16).”
Dr. Erica Brown, Ruth and the Long Embrace, (First Things, 2021)

• Ruth offers so many words of comfort to 
Naomi, who says nothing in return. Why not?

• How might this explanation relate to the 
holiday of Shavuot?

• Who in your life needs a restorative embrace?

“Rabbi Elazar said, ‘Anyone who performs charity and 
justice is considered as if he filled the whole world in 
its entirety with kindness.’”
BT Sukka 49b

• How do you think charity and justice fills the 
entire world with kindness?

• Connect Shavuot to kindness.
• Who in the world might benefit from your 

kindness now?

“A chosen people is the opposite of a master race, 
first, because it is not a race but a covenant; second, 
because it exists to serve God, not to master others. A 
master race worships itself; a chosen people worships 
something beyond itself. A master race values power; 

a chosen people cares for the powerless. A master race 
believes it has rights; a chosen people knows only that 
it has responsibilities.”
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, Not in God’s Name, (Schocken 
Books, 2015): 198-199.

• How does Rabbi Sacks interpret the concept 
of Jewish chosenness?

• What are the philosophical difficulties 
associated with chosenness?

• In what ways are you taking responsibility to 
care for the powerless? 

“The purpose of Revelation is to develop human 
qualities. What is enacted at Sinai is the revelation of 
the human being in larger range and strength. A new 
consciousness is born in this revelation; the Israelites 
endure an initiation that ensures them against the 
extremities of history. God comes at Sinai, so that the 
human may come fully into its own.”
Dr. Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, The Particulars of Rapture: 
Reflections on Exodus, (Schocken Books, 2001): 264

• According to Dr. Gottlieb Zornberg, how did 
Revelation prepare us against the extremities 
of history?

• Other than the Aseret ha-Dibrot, the Ten 
Commandments, what else did we receive at 
Har Sinai?

• In what ways can we enhance our Torah 
education in that it also helps develop our 
unique human qualities? 

“The link between God and man is not an emotional 
communion that takes place within the
love of a God incarnate, but a spiritual or intellectual 
relationship which takes place though an education in 
Torah. It is precisely a word, not incarnate, from God 
that ensures a living God among us. Confidence in a 
God Who is not made manifest through any worldly 
authority can rely only on internal evidence and the 
values of an education. To the credit of Judaism, there 
is nothing blind about this.”
Emmanuel Levinas: Difficult Freedom, “Loving the Torah more 
than God,” (Athlone Press, 1990): 144.

• According to Levinas, through what medium 
do we connect to God?

• Relate prophecy to Levinas’ assertion. 
• What can you do to improve your Torah 

learning in the coming year?
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BIKURIM AND SHEMITA: CONFLICT OR 
COEXISTENCE? 

The Torah (Bamidbar 28:26) 
refers to the Yom Tov of 
Shavuos as “Yom HaBikurim.” 

The Mishna (Bikurim 1:3) states that 
Shavuos is the earliest time that one 
may bring the bikurim, the first fruits 
to the Beis HaMikdash. While we 
tend to focus on Shavuos as “zman 
matan Toraseinu,” the day in which 
the Torah was given, it is important 
to also highlight the bikurim theme 
of the holiday. For this reason, many 
have a custom to study the mishnayos 
of Maseches Bikurim on Shavuos.1 
By doing so, we gain a deeper 
appreciation for what Shavuos meant 
in the times of the Beis HaMikdash, 
and also apply the lessons learned 
from bikurim to our own lives.

This year is a shemitah year — a 
year in which a Jewish landowner is 
forbidden to perform many acts of 
labor to benefit the land, and in which 
he is obliged to make the produce 
available to all who wish to partake 
of it. How does shemitah affect the 
mitzvah of bikurim?2 Is there still an 
obligation to bring the first fruits to 

the Beis HaMikdash if they grew 
during the shemitah year? On the 
one hand, we find throughout the 
mishnayos in Seder Zeraim that many 
of the mitzvos hateluyos ba'aretz 
(mitzvos dependent on the land) such 
as terumos and maasros do not apply 
during shemita. The Rambam, (Hilchos 
Matnos Aniyim 6:5) writes that this 
is because produce that is hefker 
(ownerless) is exempt from terumos 
and maasros. Since peiros shevi’is 
(produce that grew during shemitah) 
are considered ownerless, it follows 
logically that they should likewise be 
exempt from terumos and maasros. 
Rashi (Shemos 23:11), based on the 
Mechilta, derives this exemption from a 
pasuk — v’yisram tochal chayas hasadeh 
(the leftovers from the poor shall go to 
the animals in the field): just as animals 
eat without tithing, so too the poor 
(and anyone else) who partake of the 
fruit are not obligated in terumos and 
maasros.3 

Does this exemption apply to bikurim? 
Is bikurim similar to terumos and 
maasros and therefore not applicable 

during shemitah or is the mitzvah 
of bikurim somehow different? This 
question may partially hinge on the 
nature of the mitzvah of bikurim. Is 
the mitzvah of bikurim an obligation 
on the fruit itself or is it an obligation 
on the individual who owns the 
fruit? Indeed, Tosafos, Bava Basra 
81a, d.h. HaHu L’meutei, raises this 
issue in questioning whether we 
can categorize bikurim as one of the 
mitzvos hateluyos ba'aretz.

Even assuming that the mitzva of 
bikurim is an obligation incumbent 
upon the individual, perhaps the mere 
fact that the halacha mandates that 
shemita produce be made available 
for  others’ consumption is sufficient 
reason to exempt the owner from the 
obligation to bring such fruit to the 
Beis Hamikdash. 

The contours of this topic touch on 
numerous aspects relating to the 
respective mitzvos of Bikurim and 
shemitah.  Each of these aspects 
carries many additional details. This 
essay will present an overview of 

Rabbi Elchanan Adler
Rosh Yeshiva, RIETS

Reflections 
from the YU 

Shemitta B'Aretz 
Trip to Israel

RIETS Rosh Yeshiva Rabbi Elchanan Adler 
with three of his talmidim, (L-R): 

Moshe Shalom Katz, Velvel Loeb, Rafi Nemet
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several arguments that have been 
presented on both sides of this issue.4 
The interested reader is encouraged 
to explore this vast and fascinating 
topic in greater depth, in the spirit of 
“yishma chacham ve’yosif lekach”.  

The Juxtaposition of Bikurim and 
Shemita: Rashi’s “Derasha” 

There is a pithy comment of Rashi 
in his commentary on Chumash 
that would seem, at first glance, to 
conclusively settle the matter of 
whether the mitzvah of bikurim 
applies during the shemitah year. 

Commenting on the pasuk in Parshas 
Mishpatim (Shemos 23:19) “Reishis 
bikurei admascha” (the choice first 
fruits of your land you shall bring ...), 
Rashi writes the following:

אף השביעית חייבת בבכורים לכך נאמר אף 
כאן בכורי אדמתך.

Even fruits from the seventh year have an 
obligation of bikurim. That is why it says 
even here “the first fruits.”

Rashi is explaining the juxtaposition 
of the mitzvah of bikurim with the 
mitzvah of shemitah mentioned several 
pesukim earlier. It is noteworthy, 
however, that while the Mechilta 
cites a similar derasha regarding the 
juxtaposition of Shabbos and aliya 
laregel with shemitah (also cited by 
Rashi there), this "derasha" regarding 
bikurim applying during shemitah 
does not appear in the Mechilta nor 
in any extant sources in Chazal. Yet, 
taken at face value, it unequivocally 
establishes (even while acknowledging 
that one might have thought 
otherwise) that the mitzvah of bikurim 
applies during shemitah. 

Maharal: The Impossibility of 
Expressing Thanks for Fruit Which 
is Deemed Ownerless

Much ink has been spilled either to 

dismiss or to support the implication of 
the aforementioned comment of Rashi. 
The Maharal in Gur Aryeh goes so far 
as to suggest that these words must 
certainly be a taus sofer, a scribal error, 
in our manuscripts. His argument boils 
down to the following: If the fruit is 
deemed hefker (ownerless), how can 
the farmer thank Hashem for the first 
fruit of the land that Hashem gave him 
(reishis p’ri ha’adamah asher nasata 
li)? After all, Hashem didn’t give him 
those fruit; they don’t belong to him. 
Since this derasha does not appear 
anywhere in Chazal, and given that its 
conclusions are counterintuitive, the 
Maharal insists that it must certainly 
have crept into the manuscripts of 
Rashi in error.5 

We might question Maharal’s 
assumption that the inability to recite 
“reishis p’ri ha’adamah asher nasata li” 
proves that that the mitzvah of bikurim 
does not apply during shemitah. 
After all, such would only preclude 
mikra bikurim, the declaration recited 
when bringing the bikurim, but not 
the bringing of the bikurim, which is 
an independent mitzvah. Indeed, the 
mishanayos in Bikurim list several 
cases where bikurim are to be brought 
without an accompanying recitation. 

Perhaps the Maharal would counter 
that although there are isolated 
instances and particular seasons 
when bikurim are brought without 
a recitation, it would be illogical to 
assume that such would be true for the 
duration of an entire year. Therefore, If 
the mitzvah of mikra bikurim cannot be 
performed during shemitah, it would 
follow that there is no obligation to 
bring bikurim altogether.6 

Does Asher Nasata Li Refer to the 
Fruit or to the Land?

There are several ways to defend 
Rashi’s comments from the Maharal’s 

critique. R. Efraim Zalman Margulies 
(Shem Efraim to Shemos 23:19) 
suggests that although the fruit of 
shemitah is hefker, the land still 
belongs to the landowner. When the 
person bringing the bikurim recites 
“ve’atah hinei haivasi es reishis p’ri 
ha’adamah asher nasata li Hashem” 
(“And now I have brought the first 
fruits of the soil that you Hashem 
have given me”), do the words asher 
nasata li (“that you have given me”) 
refer to the immediate antecedent (al 
shelefanav) — the land? Or do they 
refer back to the previous antecedent 
(shelifnei panav) — the fruit of the 
land? The Maharal assumes the latter, 
but perhaps Rashi would maintain 
that these words modify the land, 
which does, in fact, belong to him. 

Does the Farmer Retain Ownership 
of the Land on Which the Fruit 
Grows? 

Upon further analysis, even if we 
interpret the words asher nasata li as 
referring to the land, this phrase might 
still pose a problem during shemitah 
since the farmer’s ownership of the 
land is, to a degree, compromised. 
After all, he may not restrict access to 
outsiders who wish to enter his land 
to pick the fruit. As such, he lacks the 
full benefits of ownership of the land 
enjoyed by a normal landowner.7 

Interestingly, the Taz in his 
commentary on Rashi, Divrei 
Dovid (Shemos 23:19), extends 
the Maharal’s logic to the farmer’s 
compromised ownership of the land. 
For this reason, argues the Taz, one is 
unable to say ha’adama asher nasata li 
during shemittah because he doesn’t 
completely own the land. 

Along similar lines, the Ohr HaChaim 
(Devarim 26:2) infers from the 
language of the pasuk “asher Hashem 
Elokecha nosen lach” — that which 



10
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary • The Benjamin and Rose Berger CJF Torah To-Go Series • Shavuot 5782

Hashem gives you —that only when 
the land is being "given to us" by 
Hashem must you bring bikurim, 
and not during the year that Hashem 
retains the land for himself. 

Must a Farmer Acquire the Fruits 
From Their State of Hefker and 
Bring Them as Bikurim? 

R. Aryeh Pomeranchik (Toras Zeraim, 
p. 131), suggests that even if the fruit 
is hefker, the mitzva of bikurim would 
dictate that the landowner acquire the 
first fruits from their state of hefker, 
designate them as bikurim, and bring 
them to the Beis Hamikdash. He cites 
the ruling of the Rambam (Hilchos 
Bikurim 2:14) that if one purchases 
land together with first fruits that 
were already picked, the purchaser 
is obligated to bring those fruits as 
bikurim. R. Pomeranchik suggests that 
the same would apply if one acquired 
first fruits from hefker that grew from 
the land that one already owned. This 
is exactly what happens if one acquires 
peiros shevi’is from one’s own land.

R. Chaim Kanievski (Derech Emunah, 
Hilchos Bikurim 2:14), notes a 
distinction between the Rambam’s 
example and the case of one who 
acquires peiros shevi’is of first fruits 
that grew from his own land. The 
Rambam is dealing with a case where 
the original landowner was obligated 
in the mitzvah of bikurim and then 
subsequently sold his land. As such, 
the obligation is passed on to the 
new landowner. However, during 
shemitah, the fruits which are deemed 
hefker never become obligated in the 
first place; hence, acquiring them from 
hefker would not change their status.8 

Does the Hefker Status of Shemitah 
Produce Result Automatically? 

Another consideration that bears on 
the issue of whether or not bikurim 

applies during shemittah is the very 
nature of the hefker status that exists 
for shemitah produce. 

The Maharam Schick (Taryag Mitzvos 
no. 81) highlights a seeming machlokes 
between R. Yosef Karo (the Beis Yosef) 
and Maharit (both of their teshuvos 
appear in in Teshuvos Maharit 1:42-
43) regarding the mechanism through 
which peiros shevi’is become hefker. 
According to the Beis Yosef, they 
don’t become hefker until the owner 
declares them to be hefker. According 
to the Maharit, they become hefker 
automatically (afkata d’malka). If hefker 
of shemitah requires the owner to 
actively declare the fruit as hefker, then 
without such an explicit declaration, it 
isn't hefker at all. 

The Mahram Schick suggests that the 
Maharal’s objections would only hold 
if we assume that the hefker status 
happens on its own. If, however, we 
adopt the view that the hefker does 
not happen unless the owner formally 
renounces his ownership of the fruit, 
then the Maharal’s question on Rashi 
falls away. In fact, the fruit belongs 
to the landowner and it was given to 
him by Hashem. This would serve as 
sufficient basis for his obligation to 
offer them as bikurim. Additionally, he 
has a separate obligation to declare the 
rest of the produce as hefker to comply 
with the laws of shemitah.⁹

Can the Status of Bikurim take 
Effect on Shemitah Fruits Prior to 
Their Becoming Hefker?

Rav Tzvi Pesach Frank, Har Tzvi, 
Zeraim 2:45, suggests that even if we 
would assume that the hefker status is 
automatic, it may be possible to argue 
that the first fruits should be brought 
as bikurim. The obligation of bikurim 
sets in as soon as the fruit forms on 
the tree. The hefker status of the fruit 
doesn’t set in until the fruit fully ripens. 

As such, shemitah will not prevent the 
obligation of bikurim from setting in.10 

A Novel Interpretation of Rashi: 
6th Year Produce is Obligated in 
Bikurim During Shemitah 

Revisiting the comments of Rashi 
mentioned above, it is worth noting 
that the Chazon Ish (Orlah 11:18) 
suggests that Rashi is not discussing 
fruit that grew during the shemitah 
year, but rather fruit that grew during 
the previous year but were not 
yet brought as bikurim to the Beis 
HaMikdash. One might have thought 
that because shemitah is not a year in 
which we celebrate the produce that 
we gather from the field, one should 
not bring bikurim. Rashi is teaching us 
that during the shemitah year, there 
is nevertheless an obligation to bring 
bikurim for fruits that grew in the 
previous year. 

Bikurim and Shemitah: Two Sides 
of the Same Coin 

According to the Sefer HaChinuch, the 
mitzvah of bikurim and the mitzvah of 
shemitah contain similar messages: 

משרשי המצוה, כדי להעלות דבר השם 
יתברך על ראש שמחתנו, ונזכר ונדע כי מאתו 
ברוך הוא יגיעו לנו כל הברכות בעולם. על כן 

נצטוינו להביא למשרתי ביתו ראשית הפרי 
המתבשל באילנות ומתוך הזכירה וקבלת 
מלכותו והודאתנו לפניו, כי הפרות ויתר 

כל הטובה מאתו יבאו, נהיה ראוים לברכה 
ויתברכו פרותינו.

It is from the roots of the commandment 
[that it is] in order to put the word of 
God, may He be blessed, “at the top of 
our joy,” and that we remember and we 
know that it is from Him, blessed be He, 
that all of the blessings of the world come 
to us. Therefore, we were commanded 
to bring the first fruit that ripens in 
the trees to those that serve His house. 
And through the remembering and the 
acceptance of His kingdom and our 
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thanking in front of Him that the fruits 
and the rest of all of the good comes from 
Him, we will be fit for blessing and our 
fruits will be blessed.
Sefer HaChinuch no. 91

ולכן ציוה ברוך הוא להפקיר כל מה שתוציא 
הארץ בשנה זו מלבד השביתה בה, כדי 
שיזכור האדם כי הארץ שמוציאה אליו 

הפירות בכל שנה ושנה לא בכוחה וסגולתה 
תוציא אותם, כי יש אדון עליה ועל אדוניה. 

וכשהוא חפץ הוא מצוה אליו להפקירם.
Therefore, He, blessed be He, did 
command to render ownerless all that the 
land produces in this year — in addition 
to resting during it (i.e. during the year) 
— so that a person will remember that 
the land which produces fruits for him 
every year does not produce them by its 
[own] might and virtue. For there is a 
Master over it and over its master - and 
when He wishes, He commands him (i.e. 
the master of the land) to render them 
(i.e. the fruit) ownerless.
Sefer HaChinuch no. 84

Even assuming that the mitzvah 
of bikurim does not apply during 
shemitah, we may suggest that its 
underlying message is being conveyed 
through the observance of the mitzvah 
of shemitah. During the shemitah 
year, we are more focused on Hashem 
being the ultimate provider and owner 
of everything that we possess. 

We do not have to be farmers to 
incorporate the messages of bikurim 
and shemitah into our lives. Through 
learning about these mitzvos, we can 
absorb the message that Hashem is 
our provider and that everything we 
own really belongs to Him.

Endnotes

1. For those interested, 14 of my shiurim 
on Maseches Bikurim are available 
here: https://www.yutorah.org/
search/?s=bikurim&teacher=80002.

2. For a fuller discussion on this topic, see R. 
Chaim Krauss’ P’ri Etz Chaim no. 4, R. Chaim 
Kanievski’s Derech Emunah, Bikurim 2:1, R. 
Kalman Kahana’s Cheker V’Iyun Vol. I pp. 
153-158 and R. Yosef Yitzchak Perlman article 
in Imrei Chen no. 46.

3. The Turei Even, Rosh Hashanah 15a, 
questions the need for the derasha cited by 
the Mechilta, since there already exists an 
exemption for ownerless produce from terumos 
and maasros. For a resolution to this question, 
see R. Elazar Menachem Man Shach, Avi Ezri, 
Hilchos Shemitah V’Yovel 4:24. 

4. Another factor pertinent to our discussion 
is the concept that shemitah produce is not 
allowed to be wasted (“le’achla velo le’sereifa”). 
For this reason, the Gemara, Bechoros 12b, rules 
that an animal purchased with shemitah funds 
(and therefore retaining shemitah sanctity) 
cannot impart kedushas bechor to its offspring 
because the bechor stands to be sacrificed, and 
parts of it are destroyed. The Gemara also 
states that were it not for a special pasuk which 
teaches otherwise, there would have been no 
obligation of challah on dough that was made 
with shemitah flour. This is because challah 
that becomes tamei must be burnt, and one 
is not allowed to do so to shemita produce. 
Minchas Chinuch no. 91, wonders whether this 
concern would extend to bikurim. Should peiros 
shevi’is be exempted from bikurim by virtue of 
the fact that if they would became tamei they 
would have to be destroyed? R. Krauss in P’ri 
Etz Chaim suggests that bikurim might not be 
comparable to challah. When the obligation 
of challah sets in, the dough is already subject 
to becoming tamei and therefore, the Gemara 
thought to exempt it completely. However, 
the obligation of bikurim sets in when it is still 
attached to the tree (see note 10) and cannot 
become tamei. While it may become tamei later 
and cause shemitah produce to go to waste, 
the concern for tumah is too far removed to 
eliminate the obligation of bikurim altogether.

5. It should be noted, however, that these 
comments of Rashi are cited without critique 
by the Tashbetz (2:247), who lived in the 14th 
century, much closer to Rashi’s time. Thus, 
it is clear that the Tashbetz, for one, did not 
attribute them to a scribal error. Interestingly, 
the language of Rashi in Yevamos 74a, d.h. 
venohagin, might be made to imply that the 
mitzvah of bikurim does not apply to shemitah 
produce. However, that inference is not 
conclusive since Rashi’s words relate also to 
terumah which most certainly does not apply 
during shemitah. See also Meiri to Yevamos 

73a, whose language strongly implies that 
there is no mitzva of bikurim during shemitah.

6. Alternatively, the Maharal might distinguish 
between instances where one brings bikurim 
but cannot recite the required passages for a 
technical reason (i.e. the season lacks the full 
blown happiness, the land is partly on public 
property) and a situation where the gesture of 
expressing thanks for one’s personal allotment 
— the raison d’etre of the mitzva of bikurim 
— is unwarranted. 

7. See the language of the Gemara, Nedarim 
42b which implies that the land is also deemed 
hefker for purposes of allowing others to enter. 
See also Rambam Hilchos Nedarim 6:13. 

8. There may be a more fundamental problem 
with comparing acquisition of hefker shemitah 
produce to purchasing a field containing 
fruit. Several acharonim (R. Shimon Shkop, 
Sha’arei Yosher 5:23, Maharil Diskin, Kuntrus 
Acharon no. 259, Avi Ezri op. cit.) suggest that 
shemitah produce does not have the status of 
classic hefker. It is in fact owned by all of klal 
Yisrael and the term hefker is used because the 
landowner must treat it as if it was hefker. If so, 
how could he thank Hashem for the produce 
he was given (as an individual) when it is 
technically still owned by all of klal Yisrael? 

9. For further discussion of this question and 
other implications (i.e. whether produce not 
declared hefker would be obligated in terumos 
and maasros and whether this mitzva would not 
apply to women because it is time bound) see 
Minchas Chinuch no. 84. It should be further 
noted that the machlokes between the Beis Yosef 
and the Maharit may not entirely be based 
on the above issue. See, for example, Mishna 
Halachos of R. Menashe Klein 4:216-217.

10. R. Krauss in the aforementioned P’ri Etz 
Chaim questions whether this is true. While 
one may designate the fruit once it forms, and 
at that point it is considered mamon Kohen 
(property of the Kohanim), it nevertheless 
may not have the status of bikurim until a later 
point in time, either after it is picked, after it 
enters Yerushalayim, or after it comes into the 
Azarah. It is worthwhile to note the comment 
of Rav Dovid Pardo, Shoshanim L’Dovid 
(quoted by Tosasfos Anshei Shem, Bikurim 
3:1) that the Mishna’s description of placing 
a gemi (band) around the fruit while it is still 
on the tree is specifically referring to shemitah 
produce and its purpose is to alert people 
not to take those fruits as they have already 
assumed the status of bikurim. 
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JOINING IN THE UNITY OF THE NATION – 
ONE FRUIT AT A TIME

This year, 5782, is a shmitta 
year. Our computation of the 
shmitta cycle is based on the 

opinion and custom of the Geonim, 
as quoted by Maimonides in Hilkhot 
Shmitta veYovel 10:5. The Gemara in 
Avodah Zarah 9b, however, quotes 
an alternative approach to finding 
out when shmitta is, suggested by 
Rav Huna brei d’Rav Yehoshua. In 
his opinion, one who does not know 
which year of the shmitta cycle it is 
should calculate the year using the 
date of the churban. As Rashi explains, 
this computation makes sense, since 
the destruction of both the First and 
Second Temples occurred on motza’ei 
shvi’it, the first year of the shmitta cycle 
(Ta’anit 29a). Once you know how 
many years have passed since the day of 
the destruction of the Beit Hamikdash, 
you will clearly know where in the 
shmitta cycle you are. The oddity of 
this approach is nonetheless obvious: 
why should one base his computation 

on the year of the destruction of the 
Beit Hamikdash? That date itself is not 
clear either, and there is an argument 
between the Rishonim about whether 
the destruction of the Second Temple 
took place in the year 68 CE, 69 CE or 
70CE, and also about whether the first 
year of the shmitta cycle was the year of 
the churban, or, as Maimonides argues, 
the year starting after that Tisha B’Av. 

What is the purpose of basing our 
calculations on a date that is itself 
ambiguous? The message is clear: 
by basing our calculations on the 
churban, we are able to appreciate 
the significance of the mitzvot of the 
shmitta year and to be reminded that 
these mitzvot have the power to cause 
us to merit our redemption and thus 
to lead us out of galut. In a similar 
vein, Rav Chaim Kanievsky zt”l’s 
introduction to Derech Emunah, his 
magnum opus on the laws of shmitta, 
quotes the Chazon Ish’s explanation of 

the statement in Sanhedrin 97a, “On 
the conclusion of shmitta, [Mashiach] 
ben David will come.” The Chazon 
Ish explains that this is not merely a 
chronological account; rather, it also 
means to say that as a result of shmitta, 
we will merit our final redemption. 
Rav Huna says in Avodah Zarah that, 
therefore, if one wants to appreciate 
shmitta, he should count precisely 
from our national destruction.

Yet, this idea of a connection between 
the destructions of the two Batei 
Mikdash and shmitta raises certain 
questions. On the one hand, we 
know that the first galut, after the 
destruction of the First Temple, was 
indeed the result of the people’s failure 
to observe shmitta. As the verse 
clearly states:

ָאז ִּתְרֶצה ָהָאֶרץ ֶאת ַׁשְּבֹתֶתיָה ֹּכל ְיֵמי ֳהַׁשָּמה 
ְוַאֶּתם ְּבֶאֶרץ ֹאְיֵביֶכם ָאז ִּתְׁשַּבת ָהָאֶרץ ְוִהְרָצת 

ֶאת ַׁשְּבֹתֶתיָה.
Then shall the land make up for its 
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sabbath years throughout the time that 
it is desolate, and you are in the land of 
your enemies; then shall the land rest 
and make up for its sabbath years.
Vayikra 26:34. 

The same message is repeated in 
Divrei Hayamim, i.e., that the exile to 
Babylon was “until the land paid back 
its sabbaths; as long as it lay desolate 
it kept its sabbath, until seventy years 
were completed” (DHY II 36:21). 
The lack of observance of shmitta in 
the First Jewish Commonwealth was 
a corollary of the pervasive idolatry of 
that time. As Nachmanides explained, 
“those who violate [the Sabbath of the 
land] deny the Divine creation of the 
world and the existence of the world 
to come” (on Vayikra 25:2). Clearly, as 
shmitta was the cause of the first exile, 
its observance is a direct rectification 
of the conditions leading up to it, and 
so, naturally, it should be a catalyst of 
redemption. On the other hand, the 
relationship between shmitta and the 
destruction of the Second Temple is 
not immediately clear. As the Talmud 
explains in Yoma 9b, “[people during 
the] Second Temple were engaged in 
Torah [study, observance of] mitzvot 
and act of kindness.” The Second 
Temple was destroyed only due to 
sinat chinam, wanton hatred. If so, 
what is the relationship of shmitta 
observance to the second churban? 
How does the fulfillment of the 
mitzvah of shmitta achieve communal 
unity and rectify sinat chinam? 

The Sfas Emes (Behar 5638, 5741) 
and the Shem MiShmuel (Behar 5670) 
provide an amazing explanation: the 
rectification of the second churban 
comes about as an underappreciated 
component of the laws of shmitta. 
We are used to thinking that the 
sabbatical year relates mainly to the 
land’s rest and the farmer’s cessation 

of any work. We view shmitta solely as 
an expression of the trust in Hashem 
by the farmer, who, by resting from 
farming, acknowledges Hashem’s 
ownership of the land. Shmitta, 
however, is much more than that. 
The laws of shvi’it not only impact 
the farmer and his resting from 
working the land, but also the fruits 
grown in the shmitta year, called the 
peirot shvi’it. Fruits grow on their 
own, even when the land lies fallow. 
The fruits resulting from the trees’ 
flowering during the sabbatical year 
have a special halakhic status and 
are communal property, belonging 
neither to the farmer nor to the owner 
of the field; they are hefker. These 
fruits have a special kedushah and 
significance. The Acharonim (see Avi 
Ezri Shmitta veYovel 4:24 and Teshuvot 
Maharil Diskin, Kuntres Acharon 5) 
note that the hefker status of the fruits 
of shvi’it is quite unique. The fruits 
are not exactly ownerless; rather, they 
are communal property. They belong 
to the entire Jewish community as 
a whole, and every Jew is an equal 
owner. It is a demonstration of 
equality at its best, that the rich and 
poor are all the same.

During the era of the Second Temple, 
however, this equality and sense of 
community were not present; the 
Jewish community was fragmented. 
The sectarianism at that time was 

extreme, and sinat chinam was 
the ultimate expression of such 
intolerance. The Talmud in Gittin 
55b relates that the destruction of 
Jerusalem by the Romans came 
about because of the well-known 
story of Kamtza and Bar Kamtza. 
Bar Kamtza was mistakenly invited 
to a feast instead of Kamtza, and, 
after being expelled from the party, 
with the impression that the rabbis 
present approved of his ejection, he 
denounced the entire community to 
the Romans—a quintessential case 
of compounded sinat chinam. The 
Maharal (Netzach Yisrael 5) asks an 
obvious question: Why is Kamtza 
blamed for the churban? The Talmud 
should have said that on account of 
Bar Kamtza, Jerusalem was destroyed, 
rather than on account of them 
both. Why is Kamtza to blame? The 
Maharal writes that their names 
explain it all. The word “Kamtza” 
comes from the root KMZ, i.e., a 
separate handful. Their names come 
to represent the clannish nature of 
the times. There were the “ins” and 
the “outs,” those who were in the 
“handful”— Kamtza — and those 
who were outside of it — Bar Kamtza 
(in Aramaic, the word bar means 
“out”). Sinat chinam was a product of 
both. They were equally responsible; 
the “ins” created the “outs.” Peirot 
shvi’it come to teach us that in the eyes 
of Hashem, we are all the same; there 

Rabbi Dr. Bergmann talking to Israeli farmer Baruch 
Margalit on the YU Shemittah Trip in Israel. On the right of 

the picture is RIETS Rosh Yeshiva Rabbi Hershel Schachter 
and on the left is RIETS Rosh Yeshiva Rabbi Elchanan Adler
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are no “ins” or “outs.” These fruits 
are our response to sinat chinam. The 
communal nature of the fruits of shvi’it 
is thus the ultimate rectification of the 
issues of the Second Commonwealth.

Furthermore, the communal nature 
of these fruits carries a very unique 
feature: the fruits have special holiness 
and significance. Thus, they cannot 
be wasted and have to be disposed 
of with dignity. They have kedushah. 
As explained by the Mikdash David 
(Shvi’it 59:5), these fruits are holy, 
and, therefore, they cannot be sold 
by exact measurement or weight (see 
Shnot Eliyahu Shvi’it 8:3). One has to 
treat them with respect (Yerushalmi 
Shvi’it 8:2) due to their holiness. 
Notably, however, the fruits are also 
the only type of kedushah that can 
be consumed in a state of impurity, 
either their impurity or the impurity 
of the persons who eat them. No other 
kedushah has this property. Therefore, 
in our times, they provide us with the 
only opportunity to eat something 
holy. No other types of kedushah, from 
terumah to challah to ma’aser sheini, 
may be eaten today, since we are all 
ritually impure. 

Why doesn’t tumah impact the fruits 
of shvi’it? Sfas Emes (Parshat Parah 
5646) explains that this is a direct 
result of the communal status of these 
fruits. Their kedushah emanates from 
the yichud, unity, expressed by the 
communal ownership of these fruits, 
and precisely this unity precludes any 
impurity from affecting them. They 
are a shield against impurity. They 
represent the letter aleph of the word 
tamei (טמא), which the Zohar (3:41b) 
says is the source of the purification of 
impurity. The communal nature of the 
peirot is analogous to the concept of 
communal impurity, tumah b’tzibbur, 
in which ritual impurity is overridden 
in cases involving the community. 

The unity of the community overrides 
impurity. The unity of the community 
is paramount.

This unique communal property of 
the fruits is even more relevant today. 
In our times, when farms are usually 
located far from urban centers, it 
is largely infeasible for individuals 
to come and harvest the fruits for 
their private use. The only feasible 
approach is the otzar beit din structure, 
envisioned by both Rav Kook and the 
Chazon Ish as ideal for harvesting fruits 
during the shmitta year in modern 
times. Otzar beit din is a system in 
which the Jewish Court (beit din) acts 
on behalf of the community to provide 
for the communal harvesting and 
distribution of the fruits of shvi’it. The 
farmers are hired by the community 
to act as their agents in the harvesting 
and distribution of the fruits. They act 
as employees of the community, and, 
although they are allowed to be paid 
for their time and effort, they cannot 
profit from the fruits. They act under 
the guidance of the beit din on behalf 
of the community. This system is based 
on a similar method that is mentioned 
in the Tosefta (Shvi’it 8:1-3) and 
was employed during the Second 
Commonwealth. In our times, not only 
are the fruits communally owned, but, 
further, they are communally farmed, 
harvested and distributed. It is an 
amazing display of unity, a triangle of 
communal enterprise; the community, 
the rabbinical court and the farmers 
all work in tandem for the communal 
benefit. These fruits are the result and 
the expression of the achdut, solidarity, 
of the community, social activism at its 
best.

Sfas Emes (Behar 5641) explains 
that this is the lofty goal of shmitta: 
the total unity of the Jewish people. 
This idea comes about through the 
fruits of shvi’it, and the benefits are 

experienced not just by the farmers 
but, rather, by the entire community 
as a whole. As Rav Kook noted in the 
introduction to his magnum opus, 
Shabbat haAretz:

ֶטַבע ַהְנָׁשָמה ַהְּכָלִלית ֶׁשל ְּכֶנֶסת־יְשָרֵאל הּוא 
ֱאֹלִקּיּוָתּה. ֵאין ִחּלּול־ֹקֶדׁש ֶׁשל ַקְּפָדנּות ְרכּוׁש 

ְּפָרִטי ְּבָכל ּתֹוְצאֹות־ְיבּוָלּה ֶׁשל ָׁשָנה זֹו, ְוֶחְמַדת־
ָהֹעֶׁשר, ַהִּמְתָּגָרה ַעל־ְיֵדי ַהִּמְסָחר, ִמְׁשַּתַּכַחת 

"ְלָאְכָלה – ְולֹא ִלְסחֹוָרה". ַעִין־טֹוָבה ְוהֹוָקָרה 
ֶנֱאָמָנה ָּבָאה ְלָכל ִּבְרַּכת ד' ֲאֶׁשר ִּבְפִרי־ָהָאֶרץ, 

"ְלָאְכָלה – ְולֹא ְלֶהְפֵסד".
The essential quality of the Jewish 
people’s collective soul is its divine 
nature…Pernickety claims to private 
property will not profane the holiness 
of the produce of the land during this 
year, and the urge to get rich, which is 
stimulated by trade, will be forgotten; as 
it says, “for you to eat— but not for your 
trade.” A spirit of generosity will rest on 
all; Hashem will bless the fruit of the 
land “for you to eat and not your loss.” 

The Torah envisions a capitalist society 
for six years, but, in the seventh year, 
socialism prevails in the agriculture 
of the Holy Land. We are all equal 
stakeholders in the land of Israel.       

This precise message is the connection 
between shmitta and Har Sinai 
mentioned in Parashat Behar. Shmitta 
enables us to fully experience matan 
Torah k’ish echad b’lev echad, as one 
person with one heart. The fruits of 
shmitta bring to fruition the true power 
of Etz haChayim. In this vein, this 
Shavuot is quite unique, since, for the 
first time, all bnei Torah in Israel, more 
than 77,000 students, will partake of 
the fruits of the otzar beit din for their 
entire season. Talmidim and talmidot 
from yeshivot and seminaries across 
the entire spectrum: Ashkenazi and 
Sefaradi, Chassidishe and Litvishe, 
Charedi and Dati Leumi. A remarkable 
display of achdut. Let us thus join in 
the unity of the Jewish people k’am 
echad b’lev echad — one fruit at a time.
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WHAT SHEMITTAH CAN AND MUST TEACH US

Shemittat karka, the Biblical 
directive to leave our fields in 
Israel fallow every seven years, is 

a most unusual mitzvah and a genuine 
test of faith for Jewish farmers. 

The Midrash Rabbah (Vayikra 1:1) 
declares that the phrase in Tehillim 
103:20 “Powerful ones who fulfill 
His word” refers to none other than 
those faithfully keeping the dictates of 
shemittah. It explains:

ִּגֹּבֵרי ֹכַח ֹעֵשי ְדָברֹו, ַּבֶּמה ַהָּכתּוב ְמַדֵּבר, ָאַמר 
ַרִּבי ִיְצָחק ְּבׁשֹוְמֵרי ְׁשִביִעית ַהָּכתּוב ְמַדֵּבר, ְּבֹנַהג 

ֶׁשָּבעֹוָלם ָאָדם עֹוֶשה ִמְצָוה ְליֹום ֶאָחד, ְלַׁשָּבת 
ֶאָחת, ְלֹחֶדׁש ֶאָחד, ֶׁשָּמא ִלְׁשָאר ְימֹות ַהָּׁשָנה, 

ְוֵדין ָחֵמי ַחְקֵליּה ָּבְיָרה ַּכְרֵמיּה ָּבְיָרה ְוָיֵהב 
ַאְרנֹוָנא ְוָׁשִתיק, ֵיׁש ְלָך ִּגּבֹור ָּגדֹול ִמֶּזה.

“Powerful ones who fulfill His word, etc.” 
— about what is the verse speaking? 
Rabbi Yitzchak said, “The verse is 

speaking about those that observe 
the sabbatical year. It is customary 
in the world that a man will fulfill a 
commandment for a day, for a Shabbat, 
for a month, but for the rest of the days 
of the year? And this one watches his 
field empty, watches his vineyard empty 
and he gives his purse and is silent — is 
there one more powerful than this one?

I had the opportunity in January to 
travel with an elite group of students 
and rabbeim from Yeshiva to meet 
with everyday people keeping 
shemittah 5782. The purpose of 
the whirlwind trip was primarily to 
understand the otzar beit din system 
for distributing shemittah fruit (see 
Rabbi Dr. Ari Bergmann’s article in 
this issue). Along our journeys we met 
many courageous land and business 
owners, forgoing a year of income in 

2022 because of a concept that was 
introduced into the world at Mount 
Sinai more than three millennia ago. 
This, despite the fact that shemittah 
restrictions are, according to most 
authorities, a rabbinic dictum at this 
stage in history. What made those 
encounters even more remarkable was 
the fact that many of the farmers were, 
ostensibly, otherwise secular Israelis. 
Somehow, their connection to God 
and the Land of Israel inspired them 
to sacrifice heroically to fulfill this 
most difficult commandment. 

What Lies Behind This Unique 
Statute? 

Shemittah is referred to in the Torah 
as a Shabbat. Just as we work for six 
weekdays and then rest on Shabbat 

Rabbi Menachem Penner
Max and Marion Grill Dean, RIETS

Reflections 
from the YU 

Shemitta B'Aretz 
Trip to Israel

Members of the YU Shemittah Trip 
learning about how Shemittah is 

observed in Israel
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Bereishit, we work for six years in 
the fields and then take off an entire 
year. It seems that the messages of 
Shabbat are designed to punctuate our 
lives in different ways. Whatever we 
must remember through the keeping 
of Shabbat requires both frequent 
reminders as well as intense periods 
of contemplation. We can never 
get more than six days away from 
the “correction” or “reorientation” 
provided by Shabbat. At the same 
time, at least some of its messages 
require more than 24 hours to truly 
assimilate. Thus, a Jew is given two 
ways to make the messages of Shabbat 
part of his or her life: a weekly 
reminder and an intense sabbatical 
year.1 

Work is, of course, not completely 
forbidden during the shemittah year. 
One can argue that it would simply 
be impossible for the nation to desist 
from all 39 Biblical categories of 
work for an entire week — never 
mind an entire year. The difficulty of 
shutting down one’s business should 
not be minimized; however, it pales 
in comparison to a requirement to 
actually keep Shabbat for 12 (or 13 
this leap year) months. 

Perhaps, however, shemittah, while 
sharing similarities to Shabbat, comes 
to highlight values that go beyond 
the weekly Shabbat. In particular, the 
Torah tells us that shemittah serves as 
three shabbatot: a “Shabbat LaShem 
— Shabbat for God” (Vayikra 25:2,3), 
a “Shababt La’aretz — Shabbat for the 
Land” (Vayikra 25:5) and a “Shabbat 
… lachem — Shabbat for the People 
— to Eat” (ibid).  Each of these 
phrases give us insight to different, but 
interconnected takeaways from the 
mitzvah of shemittah.

Simply put, the shemittah year 
emphasizes three profound messages:

1. God is Creator and Provider of 
our continued sustenance. 

This message, consonant with the 
message of the weekly Shabbat, is 
magnified during the shemittah 
year. While Jewish history is replete 
with stories of Jews who needed to 
sacrifice their livelihoods for Shabbat 
observance, for most, Shabbat serves 
as a needed break rather than a threat 
to their financial security. One can 
operate many businesses for six days a 
week. The loss of a year of income, on 
the other hand, borders on a financial 
crisis. Dependence on God comes to 
the forefront in the Sabbatical year.

This idea is particularly poignant in 
shemittah as God restricts the use of 
our real estate. Owning land and the 
ability to use our properties as we see 
fit, is simply more “real” or meaningful 
than possession of movable objects or 
even cash. The Sabbatical year forces 
us to acknowledge that everything 
belongs to God.

In addition, the inability to eat the 
produce of one’s own field as one sees 
fit sends a very direct message to those 
with orchards. On our trip to Israel, 
we came to understand that fruit trees 
continue to yield fruit in the shemittah 
year (and the year that follows) 
despite the fact that little is done to 
foster their growth. Trees are laden 
with fruit that must be harvested — 
even during shemittah — to save the 
trees from collapsing under the weight 
of their yield. The fruit, which cannot 
be sold in a normal manner, inevitably 
rots. [This is another reason why the 
otzar beit din system, which allows for 
the distribution of produce to those 
who can eat it with the necessary 
care, is to be promoted]. Maharal 
(Netiv HaTorah 17) notes the farmer’s 
challenge of watching so much “go to 
waste,” especially at a time when he 

lacks proper income. The landowner 
is left with no choice but to remember 
that all belongs to God. The land, 
the fruit, simply don’t belong to men 
and humans are not consulted as to 
what shall ultimately become of their 
supposed property — LaHashem 
ha'aretz um-loah — to G-d is the land 
and all that fills it.

2. The Land of Israel is more than a 
means for our physical well-being. 
Respecting and sanctifying that 
land is a value onto itself. 

Shemittah is one of many mitzvot 
hateluyot baaretz — dependent on 
the Land of Israel and only applicable 
on its holy soil. Most other such 
commandments, however, focus 
on the fruit of the land less than the 
land itself. Produce of the sabbatical 
year is holy and, while it should be 
consumed, it must be treated in a 
special manner. But the essence of 
shemittah is a “hands-off ” approach 
to the soil, which emphasizes not just 
God’s ownership, but a necessary 
reverence for Eretz Yisrael. 

Even for Rambam (Moreh Nevuchim 
3:39), who suggests that the sabbatical 
year is intended to agriculturally 
rejuvenate the land, preparing it for 
future harvests, the commandment 
is of course limited to Israel. There 
is no other country given such care, 
regardless of who may live there. Even 
if the Torah is doing us a favor by 
teaching us how to maintain our field 
for maximum yield, we are taught this 
lesson specifically in Eretz Yisrael.

R. Yosef Zvi Rimon, in his masterwork 
on the Laws of Shemittah, cites R. 
Shlomo Goren and others to this 
effect. We are reminded through 
mitzvat shemittah that Eretz Yisrael 
is, for the Jewish People and beyond, 
unlike any other place on Earth. It is 
our land, a holy gift from the Creator, 
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and every effort must be exerted to 
care for it. We, like Adam and Chava 
in Gan Eden, are charged “le’ovdah 
uleshomrah,” to work the land while 
guarding it from harm. 

3. We must repeatedly invest 
in ourselves and our brethren, 
spiritually and materially, to allow 
our people to function at peak 
capacity. 

Once every seven years, the Jewish 
people, especially in an agricultural 
society, assume the role of the Tribe of 
Levi, relieved of land ownership and 
free for spiritual pursuits. 

Of course, like the weekly Shabbat, 
refraining from work doesn’t 
necessarily lead to study and 
meditation. The sabbatical year seems 
to reach its climax with hakhel on 
the Sukkot that follows. Hakhel is 
a massive Torah-study convention 
led by the king in Jerusalem, which 
lays the groundwork for religious 
revival in Israel.  Shemittah appears 
to be building towards this dramatic 
display of love for and dedication 
to the Torah. But what takes place 
throughout the year of rest is up to 
each individual.

Rav Kook (introduction to Shabbat 
Ha’aretz) expressed that shemittah 
functions for the nation and Shabbat 
functions for the individual. Shabbat 
allows for a personal reorientation 
after a hard week of work and material 
distractions. It allows the individual 
to reconnect to his or her soul. The 
nation, too, has a soul. And the soul 
of the nation requires not a day, but 

a year to be freed from the petty 
disagreements and distractions that 
keep it from flourishing and advancing 
the nation toward its destiny. A year 
without the usual business dealings, 
when rich and poor are equalized, 
when the people have time to step 
back and refocus their national goals, 
is the necessary cure for a collective 
mission gone awry.

For the needy, shemittah provides a 
second chance. A year where dignity is 
restored, and sustenance can be picked 
off every tree. And the shemittah year 
concludes with the cancellation of 
debts, offering a lifeline to those who 
have fallen on hard times.

The laws of shemittah play but a minor 
role for those living in the Diaspora. 
They should remind us of the spiritual 
benefits that we forgo by choosing to 
remain in exile. However, the values 
underlying the sabbatical year are 
timeless and ubiquitous. Just as study 
of the Temple sacrifices allows us to 
reap some of the benefits of a mitzvah 

that seems distant, a closer look at 
shemittah can reinforce central Torah 
concepts that must guide us wherever 
we find ourselves.

Endnote 

1. R. Yehuda HaLevi, in Sefer Hakuzari (3:5), 
extends this further, suggesting that thrice 
daily tefillah serves as “mini- shabbatot” 
during each day. These breaks, times 
throughout our day, allow us to connect 
back to our ideas and values every few hours. 
Tefillah services, much shorter than a Shabbat 
day, ensure that the Jew is never distant from 
at least a brief reality check in the morning, 
afternoon and evening.  

Find more shiurim and articles from Rabbi Penner at  
https://www.yutorah.org/rabbi-menachem-penner

L-R: Rabbi Elchanan Adler, Rabbi Hershel 
Schachter and Rabbi Menachem Penner 

on the YU Shemittah Trip in Israel.
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BANKRUPTCY: HALACHA, MORALITY, AND 
THE TORAH’S IDEAL ECONOMIC SYSTEM

Just as Jews are obligated to let 
the land rest during the seventh 
year, we are similarly enjoined 

to let our money “rest” by erasing 
outstanding loans at the conclusion of 
the seventh year. While at first glance 
this policy may appear to resemble 
a nascent bankruptcy law, there are 
several critical differences between 
hashmatat kesafim and contemporary 
bankruptcy policy (e.g. debt and asset 
limitations, fixed term of seven years, 
etc.). This indicates that the central 
theme of the mitzvah is to underscore 
that our assets belong to Hashem (just 
like the land). As such, we must turn 
to other legal paradigms to determine 
how halacha relates to bankruptcy.

Can a Jew Declare 
Bankruptcy?

There is no biblical term for 
bankruptcy. Hashmatat kesafim 

notwithstanding, there is an 
obligation for a Jew to repay any 
money that is borrowed. There are, 
however, two halachic mechanisms 
that may recognize the secular 
institution of bankruptcy. 

Minhag Sochrim is a principle that 
makes industry standards and customs 
legally binding within halacha. The 
rationale for this principle is that 
merchants who work in a particular 
industry implicitly accept those 
standards, constituting a halachically 
valid corollary to a transaction 
(“tnai”). Thus, Rav Moshe Feinstein, 
Igros Moshe (CM 1:72) argues, 
government regulations should 
also constitute a minhag sochrim for 
the same reason. With this rule, it 
would be reasonable to assume that 
bankruptcy too should be recognized 
by halacha as a minhag sochrim. 
However, there are those who assert 
that because a minhag’s bindingness 

is predicated on the merchant’s 
knowledge and acceptance of the 
custom/law, one could potentially 
differentiate between corporate, 
formal loans and ad hoc personal 
ones; two individuals informally 
lending money to one another might 
not be assumed to tacitly intend to 
abide by federal bankruptcy policy.

A second mechanism that might 
recognize bankruptcy is the principle 
of dina demalchusa dina, that secular 
law is binding on a country’s Jewish 
citizens if the law is beneficial for 
the government or society (which 
according to many economists and 
public perception, bankruptcy is). 
While there is some debate (see 
Rama, CM 369:8 and Shach, CM 
73:39) regarding the scope of this 
principal and whether bankruptcy 
would thus be recognized, the 
principle of kim li (the current 
owner of assets may elect to follow a 

Rabbi Tzvi Aryeh Benoff
Fellow, Bella and Harry Wexner Kollel Elyon, 
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recognized minority halachic opinion 
in their favor) could allow many 
bankruptcy claims to be recognized 
under Jewish law.

Should a Jew Declare 
Bankruptcy?

Even if bankruptcy would be 
halachically permissible under the 
aforementioned principles, we still 
may be morally obligated to repay our 
debt when we acquire the means to 
do so. Indeed, King David proclaimed 
(Tehillim 37:21): “One who borrows 
and does not repay is wicked.” 
However, according to authorities 
who hold that corporations as entities 
are not obligated to fulfill mitzvot, 
perhaps they would also not be bound 
to the concurrent moral imperatives.

Would a Contemporary 
Torah-Based Economy Have 
Bankruptcy Law?

This is perhaps the most difficult 
question to answer. While the Torah is 
clear that we must always repay loans, 
the vast majority of loans mentioned 
in the Torah are need-based, charity 
loans, whereas our modern economy 
is fueled by business venture, 
capital loans. Debt (and the ability 
to borrow money) is an intrinsic 
ingredient to a burgeoning economy. 
It is the veritable yeast that catalyzes 
exponential economic growth and 
development for individuals, nations, 
and the world. Yet perhaps the Torah 
did not believe that such an economy 
was optimal; the financial and moral 
implications that loan default has on 
society (higher interest rates, risky 
business ventures, etc.) may simply 

be too great a cost to be offset by 
the benefits that bankruptcy law 
affords. Alternatively, perhaps just 
as the Sages created the halachic 
mechanism of pruzbol to address 
needs in their society, a new financial 
instrument may be proposed when a 
Torah-based economy will be formed. 
Indeed, it is possible that the Torah’s 
halachos of tzedakah (charity) and 
related communal ordinances are 
designed to prevent people from 
reaching the point of no return, 
in which bankruptcy is the only 
option. Therefore, a Torah-driven 
economy would not need or want 
bankruptcy laws, instead developing 
policies operating at an earlier stage 
of financial deterioration. Not only 
would this reduce the overall societal 
cost of bankruptcy, but would be in 
greater consonance with the Torah’s 
values of loan repayment. 

SOURCES FOR FURTHER STUDY

Source#1: Rav Moshe Feinstein, Igros 
Moshe, CM 1:72

והגע עצמך דהא ברור ופשוט שכל אלו הדינים התלויין במנהג 
המדינה ... א"צ שיעשה המנהג ע"פ חכמי תורה וגם אף לא ע"פ 

יהודים דוקא דאף שהנהיגו זה הנכרים כגון שהם רוב תושבי העיר 
נמי הוא מדין התורה בסתמא כפי המנהג דאדעתא דמנהג העיר 

נחשב כהתנו בסתמא. וכן הוא בעניני מכירה מה הוא בכלל המכר
Think about it, it is clear and obvious that all of the laws that 
are contingent on local custom ... don't have to be instituted by 
rabbis or even Jews. If the non-Jews make up the majority of 
the city follow a certain business practice, that becomes Torah 
law because all transactions are done with that in mind. The 
same applies to determining what is a valid transaction.

Source #2: Rama, Choshen Mishpat 369:8

י"א דלא אמרינן דינא דמלכותא דינא אלא במסים ומכסים התלוים 
בקרקע כי המלך גוזר שלא ידורו בארצו כי אם בדרך זה אבל בשאר 

דברים לא )הרא"ש פ"ד דנדרים בשם הר"מ ומרדכי פ' הגוזל בתרא( 
וי"ח וסבירא להו דאמרי' בכל דבר דינא דמלכותא דינא )מרדכי שם 

בשם התוס' ות"ה סי' ש"ט( ולכן המלוה על המשכון יכול למכרו אחר 
שנה הואיל וכן דינא דמלכותא )שם בשם ר"י בר פרץ( וכן הוא עיקר.

There are some that hold that the law of the land is law only 
with respect to taxes ... Others disagree and hold that the 
land of the land is binding on all [interpersonal] matters.

Source #3: Shach, Choshen Mishpat 73:39

היאך נלמוד מדיני גוים לבטל דין תורה, ח"ו לא תהא כזאת בישראל. 
ולא מיבעיא לאותן הפוסקים שסוברים דלא אמרינן דינא דמלכותא 

רק בדברים שהם להנאת המלך, ולא בין איש לחבירו ... אלא אפילו 
לשאר פוסקים דסוברים דאמרינן דינא דמלכותא בכל דבר, היינו דוקא 
מה שאינו נגד דין תורתינו אלא שאינו מפורש אצלינו, אבל לדון בדיני 

הגוים בכל דבר נגד תורתינו, חלילה, ודאי לא יעשה כן בישראל.
How can we follow secular law and cancel Torah law? ... 
Certainly according to the opinions that the law of the land 
only applies to matters that the king benefits from not other 
interpersonal matters ... but even according to the other opinions  
that is only when there is nothing explicit in our Torah. 
However, to follows secular law that is against our Torah, 
Heaven forbid that something like this should happen in Israel!
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CAPITALISM VS SOCIALISM: THE TORAH’S 
VIEW OF PRIVATE OWNERSHIP

The mitzvah of shemittah 
raises the question of the 
Torah’s approach to private 

ownership. For six years, the Torah 
permits land to be privately owned 
and worked. This is followed by a 
shemittah year, in which all land 
is declared hefker. Simply put, this 
means all land is ownerless for 
one year. Alternatively, some also 
understand it as a year of collective 
ownership (see Sha’arei Yosher 5:23). 
This seven-year cycle reflects aspects 
of both capitalism, which encourages 
private ownership, and socialism, 
which is a system of collective 
ownership.

There are several values that underlie 
the Torah’s nuanced system. Rabbi 
Moshe Avigdor Amiel highlights 
the importance of competition as 
motivation for production. If workers 
are not motivated to compete for 
higher income there will be decreased 
production and innovation. (See 
Derashot El Ami vol. 3 p. 98) This is 
one reason to encourage a capitalist 
economy. [Rabbi Amiel ibid suggests 
a form of controlled capitalism but 
does not connect it to shemittah.] 
Rabbi Yitzchak Blau notes other 
values of private ownership, including 
the cultivation of a giving and 
generous character. One who does 
not own cannot choose to give and 

therefore cannot become a generous 
person. [See Rabbi Blau’s Rabbinic 
Responses to Communism, Tradition, 
vol. 40, no. 4. 2007, p. 13.] Another 
significant facet of capitalism is the 
ability to lead a life not dependent 
on others. The Rambam (Hilchot 
Zechiyah Umatanah 12:17) advocates 
a mentality of dependence on 
Hashem and not other people for 
financial success. Capitalism allows us 
to strive for this goal, while socialism 
requires us to be dependent on others. 
Furthermore, Ramchal writes that 
reward earned for our work affords 
us a sense of dignity, as opposed to 
the embarrassment that results from 
receiving reward for something we did 
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not work for (See Da’at Tevunot no. 
18).

While the aforementioned values 
encourage capitalism, there are 
negative traits that emerge from a 
system of total private ownership. 
In such an economy, we may forget 
that our income truly comes from 
Hashem and, in turn, develop a greedy 

personality. Furthermore, when 
engaging in the physical world, we 
leave our spiritual qualities untended. 
For these reasons, among others, the 
Torah requires one year of shemittah in 
which we must relinquish ownership 
of our land (See Sefer Hachinuch 
siman 84 and introduction to Shabbat 
Ha’aretz).

When viewed in this way, the 
seven-year shemittah cycle creates 
an economy that best embodies 
Torah values. It is primarily a 
capitalist system that advocates 
private ownership due to the values 
encouraged by such an economy. But 
it mandates one year of collective 
ownership in order to counteract 
capitalism’s negative side effects. 

SOURCES FOR FURTHER STUDY

Source#1: Rav Shimon Shkop, Sha'arei 
Yosher 5:23

נלע"ד שעיקר היסוד בזה שמה שהפקירה תורה בשמיטה עיקר הענין 
שיהא יד כל אדם שוה בו לעשות בו כל חפצו כמו עם דבר המופקר 
שלא יהא כח בעלים עדיף מכל העולם. וכן הפקירה תורה לצורך זה 

גם דריסת הרגל בשדה לצורך לקיטת הפירות.
It seems to me that the main idea is that when the Torah 
declares [produce or property] hefker, the idea is that every 
person has equal access to it, to do with it as they please, as 
if it were an ownerless object — the landowner's rights to it 
are no greater than anyone else's. The Torah also declares 
the field hefker for the purpose of enterring the field  and 
gathering the fruit.  

Source #2: Rambam, Hilchot Zechiyah 
Umatanah 12:17

הצדיקים הגמורים ואנשי מעשה לא יקבלו מתנה מאדם אלא 
בוטחים בה' ברוך שמו לא בנדיבים והרי נאמר ושונא מתנות יחיה.

Sincerely upright men of good works do not accept gifts 
from men; they trust in God, blessed be He, and not in 
philanthropists. Indeed, it is written: "He who hates gifts will 
live" (Proverbs 15:27).

Source #3: Rav Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, 
Da'at Tevunot no. 18

זה הוא מה שרצה הוא ית"ש לברוא נבראים כדי שיוכל להטיב להם, 
כי אם אין מקבל הטוב אין הטבה. ואמנם, כדי שתהיה ההטבה 

הטבה שלמה, ידע בחכמתו הנשגבה שראוי שיהיו המקבלים אותה 

מקבלים אותה ביגיע כפם, כי אז יהיו הם בעלי הטוב ההוא, ולא 
ישאר להם בושת פנים בקבלם הטוב, כמי שמקבל צדקה מאחר.

His Blessed Name created His creatures in order to provide 
good for them, for if their is no recipient of good, there is no 
way to provide good. Nevertheless, in order to ensure that 
His beneficence would be whole, He knew, with His great 
wisdom that it is proper that those who receive, do so with 
their own toil, so that they can earn their own blessings 
without feeling embarrassed to receive it, like someone who 
receives charity from another.

Source#4: Rav Avraham Yitzchak 
Hakohen Kook, Introduction to Shabbat 
Ha'aretz

את אותה הפעולה, שהשבת פועלת על כל יחיד, פועלת היא 
השמיטה על האומה בכללה. צורך מיוחד היא לאומה זו, שהיצירה 

האלקית נטועה בקרבה באופן בולט ונצחי, כי מזמן לזמן יתגלה 
בתוכה המאור האלקי שלה בכל מלא זהרו, אשר לא ישביתוהו חיי 
החברה-של-חול עם העמל והדאגה, הזעף וההתחרות אשר להם, 
למען תוכל להתגלות בקרבה פנימה טהרת נשמתה בכללותה כמו 

שהיא.
What Sabbath does for the individual, shmita does for the 
nation as a whole. The Jewish people, in whom the godly, 
creative force is planted eternally and distinctively, has a 
special need to periodically reveal the divine light within 
itself with full intensity. Our mundane lives, with their toil, 
anxiety, anger, and competition do not entirely suffocate this 
creative force. On the shmita, our pure, inner spirit may be 
revealed as it truly is.
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SHEMITAH AS A MODEL FOR HOW WE 
SPEND OUR TIME

For an agricultural society, the 
shemitah year presents an 
intriguing conundrum: what 

is one to do with so much free time? 
Shemitah-observing farmers face 
the challenge of how to utilize the 
time they usually dedicate to tilling 
their fields. Unsurprisingly, the Torah 
itself hints at a solution. Based on 
the repeated links between Shabbat 
and shemitah, the commentators 
(see Seforno, Va-yikra 25:2, Ha’ameik 
Davar, Shemot 34:21) infer that just 
as Shabbat is a day of rest dedicated 
to divine service, so too the shemitah 
year. Both demand of us an increased 
focus on spiritual matters and, in 
particular, the study of Torah. Indeed, 
Torah-study seems to be Chazal’s 
programmatic answer to how we are 
to use the time the Torah forbids 
us from work. Like Shabbat and 

shemitah, the prohibition of work 
on chol ha-moeid is also intended to 
facilitate widespread Torah-study (see 
Yerushalmi, Moeid Katan 2:3). Why is 
Torah-study the single answer to how 
to spend our discretionary time? 

Put simply, the consistent 
recommendation for Torah-study 
may be to facilitate the fulfillment of 
the mitzvah of talmud Torah. Those 
working the fields may be hard-
pressed to find ample time to study, 
and, as such, they are given a year off 
to concentrate on the most paramount 
of mitzvot. While this explanation 
suffices, an analysis of the unique 
characteristics of Torah-study reveals 
a complimentary answer that guides 
how we use our free time even when 
we are not able to engage in Torah-
study. 

Talmud Torah constitutes a paradigm 
of three principles that characterize 
constructive use of free time. First, 
it engages our creativity. Torah-
study forces us to think, to analyze, 
to organize, and to create, so much 
so that the Torah we learn becomes 
an intrinsic part of our identity (see 
Avodah Zarah 19a and R. Norman 
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Lamm’s “A Jewish Ethic of Leisure” 
in Faith and Doubt). Second, talmud 
Torah reflects human capacity for 
control, for bekhirah (see Avot 6:2). 
When we choose to learn, and thereby 
implement our highest of priorities, 
we also highlight that we are in 
control of the time we have and not 
controlled by the activities that fill 
it. Third, Torah-study highlights our 
commitment to the implementation 
of our values, our ability to not only 

pinpoint and define our priorities 
but to put them into practice (see 
Teshuvot Ha-Rosh 15:10). Because 
talmud Torah exemplifies these three 
principles, it is the paradigmatic free-
time activity. Chazal’s programmatic 
answer to learn Torah with our free 
time encourages us to fulfill the 
mitzvah of talmud Torah whenever 
possible, and also provides us with a 
roadmap of how to use our free time 
even when we are not studying. 

From this perspective, the laws of 
shemitah enlighten and enrich not 
only the lives of farmers but the 
lives of all of Klal Yisrael. Whenever 
confronted with the challenge of how 
to best use our free time, we are to 
look to the model of the shemitah 
year. 

SOURCES FOR FURTHER STUDY

Source#1: Seforno, Va-yikra 25:2

שתהיה כל השנה הבטלה מעבודת האדמה מוכנת לעבודתו כמו 
שכיון בשבת בראשית באמרו שבת לה' אלקיך.

So that during this whole year the farmer instead of “serving” 
the soil which requires cultivation, will turn his efforts to 
serving G-d directly instead. Just as the weekly Sabbath 
is a day set aside for intensive service of the Lord, so the 
shemittah year is to serve the same purpose.

Source #2: Yerushalmi, Moeid Katan 2:3

כלום אסרו לעשות מלאכה בחולו שלמועד אלא כדי שיהו אוכלין 
ושותין ויגיעין בתורה ואינון אכלין ושתין ופחזין.

They only forbade to work on the intermediate days of the 
holiday so they should eat, and drink, and exert themselves 
in Torah; but they eat, and drink, and behave wantonly.

Source #3: R. Norman Lamm’s “A Jewish 
Ethic of Leisure”

Nofesh is more than self-discovery; it is the use of leisure for 
self-transformation … On Shabbat, we receive a neshamah 
yetereah, an “additional soul.” This suggests an undeveloped 
facet of a personality, a spiritual dimension, of which we 
remain unaware in the normal course of events. On Shabbat 
(in the nofesh sense of a menuhah), we are given the time 
to enrich ourselves by developing or creating this spiritual 
dimension.

Source#4: Avot 6:2

ְוַהֻּלֹחת ַמֲעֵשה ֱאֹלִקים ֵהָּמה ְוַהִּמְכָּתב ִמְכַּתב ֱאֹלִקים הּוא ָחרּות ַעל 
ַהֻּלֹחת, ַאל ִּתְקָרא ָחרּות ֶאָּלא ֵחרּות, ֶׁשֵאין ְלָך ֶבן חֹוִרין ֶאָּלא ִמי 

ֶׁשעֹוֵסק ְּבַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה.
“And the tablets were the work of God, and the writing 
was the writing of God, graven upon the tablets” (Exodus 
32:16). Read not charut [‘graven’] but cherut [ ‘freedom’]. 
For there is no free man but one that occupies himself with 
the study of the Torah.

Source#5: Teshuvot Ha-Rosh 15:10

הילכך כל אדם שעושה תורתו קבע ומלאכתו עראי כגון שיש לו 
עתים קבועים ללמודו ואינו מבטלם כלל ושאר היום כשהוא פנוי 

שאינו צריך לחזר על מזונותיו הוא חוזר על הספר ולומד ואינו מטייל 
בשוקים וברחובות אלא כדי להשתכר פרנסתו ופרנסת אנשי ביתו 

ולא לאצור ולהרבות ממון לזה אני קורא ת"ח והמביישו משלם קנס 
המפורש בירושלמי.

Therefore, any person that makes Torah primary and work 
secondary, such as someone who has designated times for 
learning and doesn’t ever cancel them, and the rest of the 
day takes every free moment, when not busy making a 
living , reading a sefer and learning [Torah], and only travels 
the streets and marketplaces to provide for the family, not 
to amass wealth, this is what I call a Torah scholar, and 
someone who embarrasses such an individual should pay the 
fine that is spelled out in the Talmud Yerushalmi.
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INSIGHTS INTO 
SHAVUOT

CHESED: THANK YOU OR THANK GOD? 

If my friend is gracious enough 
to give me a twenty-dollar bill 
as a present, my gratitude would 

appropriately be directed at him. Yet, 
if I happen to find a twenty-dollar bill 
on the street, to whom should I direct 
my gratitude?1

For those who aren’t particularly 
spiritual or religious, finding money 
on the street may engender positive 
emotions, but gratitude would likely be 
absent, since there is nobody to thank. 
For those who are religious, however, 
such fortunate experiences could lend 
themselves to being grateful to God. 
Dr. David Rosmarin and colleagues2 
hypothesized that since religious 
individuals have more opportunities 
to feel and express gratitude, they 
consequently are able to reap the 
positive benefits associated with 
gratitude — such as increased feelings 
of happiness and life-satisfaction — 
above and beyond the advantages 
associated with gratitude in general.

Taking the twenty-dollar bill 

example one step further, we can 
add an additional layer of reflection. 
When my friend gives me a gift or 
performs an act of kindness for me, 
in addition to the gratitude toward 
him or her, shouldn’t my gratitude 
be supplemented with an additional 
gratitude toward God? Consequently, 
every benefit accrued socially should 
also be attributed to God’s providence 
and beneficence, leading to a double 
feeling and expression of gratitude. 

An interesting manifestation of the 
blurring of interpersonal and Divine 
gratitude emerges from a vague verse 
in Ruth, as analyzed by Professor 
Mordechai Cohen, in his article 
“Hesed: Divine or Human? The 
Syntactic Ambiguity of Ruth 2:20.”3 
After Ruth tells Naomi about how 
Boaz treated her with such generosity, 
Naomi blesses Boaz to God, “who has 
not abandoned His kindness with the 
living and with the dead” (Ruth 2:20). 
The ambiguity is as to whether Naomi 
is saying that Boaz should be blessed 
because he, Boaz, did not abandon 

his kindness with the living or the 
dead, or if Boaz should be blessed, 
and God should be blessed, as God 
did not abandon His kindness to the 
living and the dead. If the former, the 
blessing is targeted just to Boaz. If 
the latter there is a dual blessing, one 
toward Boaz for being the actor of the 
kindness, and one toward God for 
orchestrating the kindness. 

In his article, Professor Cohen outlines 
the varying opinions of the medieval 
commentaries, analyzes ancient 
translations, and surveys the modern 
scholarship. In the end, he suggests 
that the text is deliberately ambiguous, 
highlighting a “theological significance 
essential to the book of Ruth, which 
reflects a synergic relationship 
between human and divine kindness” 
(p. 34). The obscuring of the line 
between human and Divine kindness 
stems from the recognition “that 
it is God’s providence that makes 
human efforts of chesed successful, 
even possible” (p. 35), and that the 
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INSIGHTS INTO 
SHAVUOT

YOU ARE WHO YOU LEAD

Shavuos is the holiday in which we 
celebrate the Divine Revelation 
at Sinai. On this momentous day 

over 3,300 years ago, Moshe was the 
medium through which Bnei Yisrael 
began to receive the Torah. Due to 
this role, and his subsequent position 
as the transmitter of the rest of the 
Torah, Moshe is granted a unique title 
in our tradition: rabbeinu, meaning 
our teacher. Some of our leaders 
throughout history are given titles 
such as kohein (priest), navi (prophet), 
and melekh (king),1 but nobody else 
is referred to as “rabbeinu,” with that 
epithet almost always added familiarly 
to his name. We have had so many great 
leaders throughout the millennia; why, 
then, is Moshe the only one given this 
special title? To go one step further, 
why was Moshe selected as the leader 
to transmit the Torah? In order to 
better appreciate Moshe’s greatness 
and uniqueness, we can compare him, 
perhaps surprisingly, to another great 
leader, Gidon, one of the Judges who 

led Bnei Yisrael following Yehoshua’s 
death.

The Yalkut Shimoni2 connects the 
stories of Moshe and Gidon by stating 
that Hashem and Gidon in fact 
communicated on the night of Pesach: 

אמר ר' יהודה בר שלום ליל פסח היה אותו 
הלילה שאמר לו ואיה כל נפלאותיו היכן הם 

הפלאים שעשה האלקים לאבותינו בלילה 
הזה והכה בכוריהם של מצרים והוציא משם 

ישראל שמחים. 
R. Yehuda bar Shalom said: it was the 
evening of Passover the night that Gidon 
said, “Where are all His wondrous 
deeds?” Where are the wonders that 
God performed for our ancestors on this 
night? He smote their firstborn and took 
out the Jewish people as they rejoiced. 

According to the Midrash, Gidon is 
reflecting upon Hashem’s miracles of 
the Exodus under Moshe’s leadership, 
and wondering why Hashem is not 
performing miracles in his own time 
when Bnei Yisrael are likewise being 

persecuted by a foreign enemy. Gidon is 
in effect comparing his own time to that 
of the Exodus, and may imagine himself 
in a similar role to that of Moshe.

Furthermore, the narratives of Moshe 
and Gidon share some common 
literary structure, settings, unique 
phrases, and other textual details. 
One specific detail relates to locusts. 
Famously, the plague of locusts was 
the eighth brought down upon the 
Egyptians.3 Notably, the attacking 
Midianites, the enemy during Gidon’s 
time, are described as swarms of 
locusts.

ְוָהָיה ִאם ָזַרע ִיְשָרֵאל ְוָעָלה ִמְדָין ... ַוַּיֲחנּו 
ֲעֵליֶהם ַוַּיְׁשִחיתּו ֶאת ְיבּול ָהָאֶרץ ַעד ּבֹוֲאָך ַעָּזה 
ְולֹא ַיְׁשִאירּו ִמְחָיה ְּבִיְשָרֵאל ְוֶשה ָוׁשֹור ַוֲחמֹור. 

ִּכי ֵהם ּוִמְקֵניֶהם ַיֲעלּו ְוָאֳהֵליֶהם יבאו ]ּוָבאּו[ 
ְכֵדי ַאְרֶּבה ָלרֹב ְוָלֶהם ְוִלְגַמֵּליֶהם ֵאין ִמְסָּפר 

ַוָּיֹבאּו ָבָאֶרץ ְלַׁשֲחָתּה.
And it was, when Israel had sown, that 
Midian came up… And they encamped 
against them, and they destroyed the 
produce of the earth…They would leave 
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no sustenance in Israel, neither sheep, 
nor ox, nor donkey. They and their cattle 
came up, and their tents, and they came 
as numerous as locusts; both they and 
their camels were innumerable. Thus they 
would invade the land and ravage it.
Judges 6:5

A major difference in the stories, of 
course, is who the target of the locusts 
were. In the Exodus story, Hashem 
sends the plague of locusts upon the 
Egyptians, the enemy of Bnei Yisrael, 
as punishment for oppressing them. 
But in the Gidon story, the locusts, 
personified as the enemy Midian, are 
sent by Hashem as punishment to Bnei 
Yisrael for their having abandoned 
Him and His Torah. Accordingly, the 
description of a locust invasion in the 
days of Gidon actually highlights the 
low spiritual level the Jewish people 
had fallen to during his time.

Another similarity between the stories 
of Moshe and Gidon relates to how 
they are each charged with their 
mission; in both cases, it is through an 
angel. Hashem first speaks to Moshe 
from a burning bush4 when he is a 
shepherd in the desert, and to Gidon 
when he is threshing wheat in the 
wine press.5 

In both scenarios, Hashem speaks to 
the individual through an angel while 
the recipient of the message is busy 
doing daily tasks and the revelation 
is completely unexpected. However, 
Hashem calls to each of them in His 
Divine visitation in very different 
ways. When Hashem appears to 
Moshe, He uses Moshe’s proper name:

ַוַּיְרא ה' ִּכי ָסר ִלְראֹות ַוִּיְקָרא ֵאָליו ֱאֹלִקים 
ִמּתֹוְך ַהְסֶנה ַוּיֹאֶמר מֶֹׁשה מֶֹׁשה ַוֹּיאֶמר ִהֵנִני.

When Hashem saw that he had turned 
aside to look, God called to him out of 
the bush: “Moses! Moses!” He answered, 
“Here I am.”
Exodus 3:4

The repetition of his name, “Moshe 
Moshe,” indicates not only the 
importance and the urgency of the 
message to follow, but also the close 
and endearing relationship between the 
two parties. In contrast, when the angel 
speaks to Gidon, he calls him a “gibur 
chayil,” meaning a person of standing 
or a warrior ( Judges 6:12). In the 
same way that calling an individual by 
name reflects familiarity and intimacy, 
avoiding the proper name, even while 
using a positive description, illustrates a 
certain distance. 

Another striking difference between 
the two presentations is how the leaders 
react to Hashem’s encounter; Moshe is 
humble, while Gidon is brazen. 

ַוּיֹאֶמר ָאֹנִכי ֱאֹלֵקי ָאִביָך ֱאֹלֵקי ַאְבָרָהם ֱאֹלֵקי 
ִיְצָחק ֵואֹלֵקי ַיֲעֹקב ַוַּיְסֵּתר מֶֹׁשה ָּפָניו ִּכי ָיֵרא 

ֵמַהִּביט ֶאל ָהֱאֹלִקים.
And He said, "I am the God of your 
father, the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob." And Moses 
hid his face because he was afraid to look 
toward God.
Exodus 3:6

ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאָליו ִּגְדעֹון ִּבי ֲאדִֹני ְוֵיׁש ה' ִעָּמנּו ְוָלָּמה 
ְמָצַאְתנּו ָּכל זֹאת ְוַאֵּיה ָכל ִנְפְלֹאָתיו ֲאֶׁשר ִסְּפרּו 

ָלנּו ֲאבֹוֵתינּו ֵלאמֹר ֲהלֹא ִמִּמְצַרִים ֶהֱעָלנּו ה' 
ְוַעָּתה ְנָטָׁשנּו ה' ַוִּיְּתֵננּו ְּבַכף ִמְדָין.

And Gideon said to him, "Please my 
lord, if the Lord be with us, why then 
has all this befallen us? And where are 
all His wonders that our forefathers told 
us, saying, 'Did not the Lord bring us 
up from Egypt?' But now the Lord has 
forsaken us, and He has delivered us into 
the hand of Midian."
Judges 6:13

Moshe is timid, shielding himself 
from the Divine fire, while Gidon 
is sarcastic and even disrespectful, 
questioning the absence of Hashem’s 
miracles. 

But even though the initial 

introductions are verbally different, 
the respective missions themselves are 
posed with similar expressions.

ְוַעָּתה ְלָכה ְוֶאְׁשָלֲחָך ֶאל ַּפְרֹעה ְוהֹוֵצא ֶאת ַעִּמי 
ְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל ִמִּמְצָרִים.

So now go, and I will send you to 
Pharaoh, and take My people, the 
children of Israel, out of Egypt.
Exodus 3:10

ַוִּיֶפן ֵאָליו ה' ַוֹּיאֶמר ֵלְך ְּבֹכֲחָך ֶזה ְוהֹוַׁשְעָּת ֶאת 
ִיְשָרֵאל ִמַּכף ִמְדָין ֲהלֹא ְׁשַלְחִּתיָך.

And the Lord turned toward him and 
said, "Go, with this your strength, and 
save Israel from the hand of Midian. 
Have I not sent you?"
Judges 6:14

In both commands, the roots הלך 
(h.l.kh.) and שלח (s.l.ch), (verbs 
meaning “to send” and “to go” — 
both of which can describe the act of 
leading) are paired, illustrating that 
the leadership roles are similar and 
hence perhaps comparable. 

In another similarity, both Moshe and 
Gidon initially refuse the command, 
yet they do so in quite different ways. 

ַוֹּיאֶמר מֶֹׁשה ֶאל ָהֱאֹלִקים ִמי ָאֹנִכי ִּכי ֵאֵלְך ֶאל 
ַּפְרֹעה ְוִכי אֹוִציא ֶאת ְּבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל ִמִּמְצָרִים

But Moses said to God, "Who am I 
that I should go to Pharaoh, and that I 
should take the children of Israel out of 
Egypt?"
Exodus 3:11

ַוֹּיאֶמר מֶֹׁשה ֶאל ה' ִּבי ֲאדָֹנ-י לֹא ִאיׁש ְּדָבִרים 
ָאֹנִכי ַּגם ִמְּתמֹול ַּגם ִמִּׁשְלֹׁשם ַּגם ֵמָאז ַּדֶּבְרָך ֶאל 

ַעְבֶּדָך ִּכי ְכַבד ֶּפה ּוְכַבד ָלׁשֹון ָאֹנִכי.
Moses said to the Lord, "I beseech You, O 
Lord. I am not a man of words, neither 
from yesterday nor from the day before 
yesterday, nor from the time You have 
spoken to Your servant, for I am heavy of 
mouth and heavy of tongue."
Exodus 4:10

ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאָליו ִּבי ֲאדָֹני ַּבָּמה אֹוִׁשיַע ֶאת ִיְשָרֵאל 
ִהֵנה ַאְלִּפי ַהַּדל ִּבְמַנֶּׁשה ְוָאֹנִכי ַהָצִעיר ְּבֵבית ָאִבי.
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And he said to Him, "Please O Lord, 
with what shall I save Israel? Behold, 
my thousand is the poorest in Menasseh, 
and I am the youngest in my father's 
household."
Judges 6:15

In his refusal, Moshe questions his 
own self-worth, focusing on a physical 
speech impediment. Gidon, on the 
other hand, refuses based on his 
upbringing and background, focusing 
on his low social status as the youngest 
of the poorest tribe, a background 
that was quite different from that of 
Moshe, who grew up in the Egyptian 
royal palace. 

Both Moshe and Gidon receive a 
sign from Hashem guaranteeing their 
success. But again, there are some 
significant differences. First, whereas 
Hashem offers a sign to Moshe 
unasked, Gidon demands a sign 
before he agrees to proceed.

ַוּיֹאֶמר ִּכי ֶאְהֶיה ִעָּמְך ְוֶזה ְּלָך ָהאֹות ִּכי ָאֹנִכי 
ְׁשַלְחִּתיָך ְּבהֹוִציֲאָך ֶאת ָהָעם ִמִּמְצַרִים ַּתַעְבדּון 

ֶאת ָהֱאֹלִקים ַעל ָהָהר ַהֶּזה.
And [God] said, “I will be with you; that 
shall be your sign that it was I who sent 
you. And when you have freed the people 
from Egypt, you shall worship God at 
this mountain."
Exodus 3:12

ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאָליו ִאם ָנא ָמָצאִתי ֵחן ְּבֵעיֶניָך ְוָעִשיָת 
ִּלי אֹות ָׁשַאָּתה ְמַדֵּבר ִעִּמי. ַאל ָנא ָתֻמׁש ִמֶּזה 

ַעד ֹּבִאי ֵאֶליָך ְוֹהֵצאִתי ֶאת ִמְנָחִתי ְוִהַנְחִּתי 
ְלָפֶניָך ַוּיֹאַמר ָאֹנִכי ֵאֵׁשב ַעד ׁשּוֶבָך.

And he said to Him, “If I have gained 
Your favor, give me a sign that it is You 
who are speaking to me: do not leave this 
place until I come back to You and bring 
out my offering and place it before You.”
Judges 6:17-18

The sign given to Moshe relates to 
the presence of Hashem’s name in 
the burning bush.6 Gidon’s sign, 
on the other hand, relates to the 
acceptance of the meal he offers; 

If the messenger eats, he is human, 
and if not, he is superhuman. The 
messenger’s refusal to eat the meal, 
the fire that comes forth from the 
rock, and the messenger’s subsequent 
disappearance all attest to the fact that 
Gidon is a chosen leader to deliver 
Bnei Yisrael from the Midianites. 

While the above comparisons between 
Moshe and Gidon award certain 
credentials to Gidon as indeed being 
similar to Moshe, the discrepancies 
cited highlight the differences in their 
status. These differences may also call 
deserved attention to the nature of 
the state of the people whom they are 
leading. In the book of Exodus, Bnei 
Yisrael are an oppressed slave nation. 
They deserve the strongest leader 
because, despite certain deficiencies, 
they are identified as the generation 
that is worthy to leave Egypt, to see 
Hashem’s Divine hand, and to hear His 
Divine voice at Matan Torah. Besides 
Moshe’s individual greatness, he was 
thus also a reflection of the people of 
that time and therefore succeeded in 
bringing them to the highest heights. 

Gidon, on the other hand, leads a 
nation that is stuck in their idolatrous 
ways. The time period of the Judges is 
often characterized as “galgal chozer” 
— a wheel that turns and turns. A 
prescribed pattern occurs throughout 
the Book of Judges: the people 
forget Hashem/serve idols, Hashem 
sends an enemy, the people cry out, 
Hashem sends a judge, the people 
repent, the judge saves them from 
their enemy, and there is peace until 
the people leave Hashem again … 
and the unfortunate cycle continues. 
Throughout his narrative, Gidon, 
while undoubtedly a great leader, does 
not measure up to Moshe’s standard. 
This, however, is not necessarily 
a result only of who he was as an 
individual, but of the people he was 
leading, and thereby reflecting. 

Comparing Moshe and Gidon 
can illustrate that leaders and their 
followers exist as partners. Moshe leads 
a nation of prophets7 and Gidon leads 
a nation struggling with idolatry. Their 
personalities reflect the people. Moshe, 
referred to forever as “rabbeinu,” is the 
chosen leader to give Bnei Yisrael the 
Torah because he mirrors the nation. 
The success of a teacher can often 
depend upon the level of the students; 
Moshe, the greatest teacher of all, was 
able to accurately reflect the people he 
was leading. Ronald Reagan once said, 
“the greatest leader is not necessarily 
the one who does the greatest things. 
He is the one that gets the people to 
do the greatest things.” Let us celebrate 
Shavuos by learning Torah as a guide to 
help us strive to be a nation of prophets 
and a people worthy of great leaders. 

Endnotes

1. For example, Aharon HaKohein, Eliyahu 
HaNavi, Dovid HaMelekh.

2. Yalkut Shimoni 2:62. See also Rashi to 
Judges 6:13.

3. Exodus 10:4-19.

4. Exodus 3:2.

5. Judges 6:11. Some explain that Gidon was 
threshing wheat specifically in the winepress 
and not in the usual threshing floor because 
he was hiding from the Midianites. If they 
would have found the wheat they would have 
devoured it; Gidon was therefore hiding in 
the winepress, since grapes were not in season 
at the time of this harvest.

6. The commentaries debate the exact nature 
of this sign, discussing whether it was the 
burning bush itself or Hashem’s name, and 
whether the sign was in the present tense 
or futuristic. See, for example, Rashi and 
Ramban to Exodus 3:12.

7. Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael 15:2:2 states 
that Kri’as Yam Suf was a revelation of the 
internal secrets of the Torah, and that Bnei 
Yisrael then perceived even greater prophecy 
than the prophet Yechezkel, who had a famous 
prophetic vision of the “chariot” of Hashem. 
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INSIGHTS INTO 
SHAVUOT

IN DEFENSE OF STAYING UP ALL NIGHT 
LEARNING ON SHAVUOT 

Many of us have experienced 
or at least have heard of 
the extravagant all-night 

learning programs that some shuls 
have on the first night of Shavuot. 
It is certainly a sight to be seen. In 
an effort to encourage members to 
stay awake into the early hours of the 
morning, some shuls are known to 
have barbecues, sushi bars, cheesecake 
galore — and sometimes that is just 
in the first half of the evening! After 
hearing about or witnessing this 
scene, it is easy to be cynical about all-
night learning because if you play your 
cards right, you don’t have to do much 
learning at all. Nonetheless, I would 
like to paint a different picture both of 
what all night learning could be and 
perhaps even what it already is, and in 
so doing, I hope to convince you to 
consider staying up all-night this year, 
whether or not your shul has a carving 
station or a fondue fountain.  

The source for staying up all night is 

mentioned by the Zohar, and at face 
value seems to indicate that this was not 
initially intended to be a widespread 
custom. In fact, the Magen Avraham 
(OC 494) notes that this custom was 
not intended for the masses, but rather 
the most pious of individuals who 
were attempting to repair the mistake 
of our ancestors who had overslept the 
morning of the giving of the Torah. It 
is also important to note that while the 
Magen Avraham might advocate that 
some should follow this custom, he 
subsequently (Magen Avraham 619:11) 
quotes the Levush to say that it is usually 
better to sleep during the evening 
because failing to do so will cause 
someone to have insufficient kavana 
during his prayers the following day.   

There are additional reasons why 
one might opt to go to sleep on the 
night of Shavuot, but there is one that 
seems to stand out more than the rest. 
The Brisker Rav, Rabbi Yitzchok Zev 
Soloveitchik zt”l, was bewildered by 

the popularity of the practice that many 
have to stay up all night on Shavuot. 
The practice is a nice custom at best, 
whereas on the night of Pesach there 
is a clear halachic imperative that one 
should stay awake as long as possible 
and discuss the miracles of the Exodus 
from Egypt.1 How ironic that staying 
up all night on Shavuot became the 
popular tradition whereas Pesach fell 
by the wayside. Further, in Brisk they 
felt that it was better to sleep at night 
and have higher quality learning during 
the day. Rav Yosef Shalom Elyashiv zt”l 
also was accustomed to maintain his 
regular learning schedule on the night 
of Shavuot, which included going to 
sleep and waking up sometime in the 
early morning hours to learn.2 When 
his grandson asked him why he did 
not follow the regular custom of many 
others, he explained that he could 
simply learn more by following his 
regular regimen. 

Given that there seem to be two 
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divergent world views, it is worthwhile 
to examine and see if there is an ideal 
practice, or if perhaps we can simply 
choose whichever one seems more 
relatable, realistic and enjoyable. 

Sleep is something we do not 
appreciate enough. Indeed, the 
same Rambam who is known for 
his authoritative, meticulous and 
methodical compilation of the laws 
in our tradition notes that sleep is a 
critical element of our service of God. 
He writes: 

הֹוִאיל ֶוֱהיֹות ַהּגּוף ָּבִריא ְוָׁשֵלם ִמַּדְרֵכי ַהֵּׁשם 
הּוא... ַּדי לֹו ָלָאָדם ִליֹׁשן ְׁשִליָׁשן ֶׁשהּוא ְׁשמֹוֶנה 

ָׁשעֹות
Maintaining a healthy and complete 
body is part of following in the ways of 
Hashem…it is enough for an individual 
to sleep for a total of one third of the day, 
which is eight hours in all. 
Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Deot 4:4

The Rambam’s depiction of the 
necessity of sleep is shocking, 
mostly because we have all heard the 
numerous stories of great rabbis and 
historical figures who have rarely slept 
in order to allot further time to Torah 
study. Perhaps most paradigmatic is 
the Midrash, which notes that while 
Yaakov Avinu was studying in the 
Yeshiva of Shem and Ever, he did not 
sleep for a single night over the course 
of 14 years due to his commitment to 
learning Torah.3 Moreover, our Rabbis 
even teach us that not sleeping to make 
an acquisition of Torah is necessary. 
The beraita that is commonly listed 
as the sixth and final chapter of Pirkei 
Avot lists the forty-eight ways in which 
Torah is acquired. The list offers several 
things that we must limit in our desire 
for Torah; one trait or feature that is to 
be limited is sleep.4 

To make matters even more 
confusing, the Rambam himself seems 
to contradict his earlier point on the 

necessity of sleep. While delineating 
the laws of learning Torah he makes a 
striking statement: 

ַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשִּמְצָוה ִלְלמֹד ַּבּיֹום ּוַבַּלְיָלה ֵאין ָאָדם 
ָלֵמד רֹב ָחְכָמתֹו ֶאָּלא ַּבַּלְיָלה. ְלִפיָכְך ִמי ֶׁשָרָצה 

ִלְזּכֹות ְּבֶכֶתר ַהּתֹוָרה ִיָּזֵהר ְּבָכל ֵלילֹוָתיו ְולֹא 
ְיַאֵּבד ֲאִפּלּו ֶאָחד ֵמֶהן ְּבֵׁשָנה ַוֲאִכיָלה ּוְׁשִתָּיה 

ְוִשיָחה ְוַכּיֹוֵצא ָּבֶהן ֶאָּלא ְּבַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה...
Even though it is a mitzva to learn in 
the day and night, one should learn most 
of his knowledge at night. Therefore, 
whoever wants to merit the crown of the 
Torah should be careful that his evening 
is not wasted on anything like sleeping, 
eating , drinking, speaking and anything 
like that but rather it should be filled 
with learning Torah …
Rambam Hilchot Talmud Torah 3:13

Stuck in this apparent contradiction 
between the imperative to care for our 
bodies and sleep properly while also 
trying to fulfill the obligation to learn 
Torah, we have yet to determine the 
ideal way to spend our Shavuot night. 
The general solution to this paradox 
seems to be that there are times that 
sleep should be prioritized and times 
that Torah and other commandments 
might take precedence. For example, 
the Brisker Rav, in his comment 
above, would likely argue that on the 
first night of Pesach, telling over the 
story of the Exodus is more important 
than having a good night’s sleep. 

The solution to our conundrum might 
be found in understanding the nature 
of this holiday: Why is it that learning 
Torah is seen as a central element 
of the celebration of Shavuot? To 
answer, let us turn to a clear theme 
of the holiday, that emerges through 
multiple references to the fact that 
this day is zman matan Torateinu, the 
commemoration for receiving the 
Torah.

It is worthwhile to try and understand 
how we celebrate the anniversary of 

receiving the Torah. On the one hand, 
we might say that learning Torah and 
internalizing its content and message 
is critical to properly celebrating the 
day. Through this explanation, we 
come to believe that Shavuot might be 
a cognitive experience, intellectual in 
nature, with the hopes of acquiring as 
much Torah as possible. Alternatively, 
we could suggest that Shavuot is 
not about the academic endeavor of 
learning as much Torah as possible, 
but is perhaps about reminding 
ourselves of the passion, love and 
fervor that we are capable of feeling 
toward this dear gift that Hashem gave 
us so many thousands of years ago. 

I would posit that Shavuot is about 
the latter. Every day of the year is 
meant to be filled with learning, 
internalizing and studying our 
ancient texts, but perhaps Shavuot 
is about more than that. It is the day 
on which we reignite our flame for 
the greatest book ever written. Just 
how do we reignite this passion? By 
doing something so odd and unusual, 
offering a gesture so grand and over 
the top, that we are jolted into a 
euphoric reminder of how much we 
love our Torah. Perhaps, therein lies 
the true purpose of why we stay up all 
night on Shavuot. What better way to 
demonstrate our love and passion for 
the Torah than by sacrificing our most 
precious sleeping hours for it. 

Will we be exhausted the next day? 
Most likely. Will we remember every 
word that we learned? Doubtful. Will 
we maximize every moment of our 
learning? Maybe not. But will we 
learn to love the Torah a little more? 
Absolutely. 

This might also explain why there are 
detractors of this custom. Indeed, if 
staying awake the whole night is not 
possible, then certainly spending the 
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entire day learning is a wonderful 
and grandiose gesture to express your 
passion for learning. And, for those 
who are incredibly passionate about 
the Torah, perhaps, like some of our 
greatest gedolim, their responsibility is 
not necessarily to be involved in such 
a gesture because arguably, every day 
of their lives is a grand expression of 
their love of Torah. For them, Shavuot 
remains another day of passionate yet 
routine learning on their exalted level. 

The best path to take for Shavuot is 
the one that will bring about the most 
passion for Torah study. For many of 
us, staying up all night with a large 
crowd, delicious food and wonderful 
speakers is likely the most ideal option. 
At 8 a.m. on Shavuot morning, when 
you fall into your bed in complete and 
utter exhaustion, I bet you’ll think to 
yourself, “Look what I was willing to do 
to express my love for Torah!” Yet for 
others, this might not be what is best. 
As long as we seek to spend the holiday 

of Shavuot rejuvenating our yearning 
for Torah, then indeed we will merit 
to truly live up to the meaning of zman 
matan Torateinu.

Endnotes

1. Uvdot v’Hanhagot L’beit Brisk, Volume 2, 
Page 79.

2. Hashakdan, Volume 2, Page 240.

3. Genesis Rabbah 68:11 and see also Rashi in 
Parshat Vayeitzei 28:11.

4. Pirkei Avot 6:6.

people who are performing the acts 
of kindness are emulating God’s 
attributes (imitatio Dei) and are 
therefore truly agents of God.

If every time someone performs 
an act of kindness for me I need to 
thank both the person, and God, an 
interesting question emerges: who do 
we thank first? Do we first thank our 
friend who did the act of kindness or 
God for inspiring and orchestrating 
the act? While analyzing Naomi’s 
statement will lead us to assume that it 
is appropriate to thank the benefactor 
first, as she blesses Boaz and then 
God, there is a parallel story that 
complicates the message. 

After Avram helped the five kings 
defeat the four kings, Malki-Tzedek, 
king of Shalem, who was also the 
“priest of God Most High,” brings 
out bread and water for Avram and 
his soldiers (Bereishit 14:18). As an 
expression of gratitude, Malki-Tzedek 
blesses Avram to “God Most High, 
Creator of heaven and earth” (14:19), 
and afterwards blesses God, “Who has 
delivered your foes into your hand” 
(14:20). The Gemara (Nedarim 32b) 
critiques his priorities. He should have 
blessed God before he blessed Avram, 

as first one blesses the Master and 
only afterwards the servant. As a result 
of his error, God removes the privilege 
of priesthood from Malki-Tzedek and 
bestows it upon Avram instead.

Ibn Ezra suggests an alternative 
approach, that Malki-Tzedek’s order of 
blessing is appropriate: First he should 
bless Avram, acknowledging that he 
saved the captives, and only afterwards 
bless God, who aided Avram in his 
quest. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik 
adds a fascinating explanation of Malki-
Tzedek’s reasoning: God, as it were, 
requires man’s assistance in revealing 
His presence in the world. Avram’s 
job was to spread God’s message in 
a world where He was obscured by 
idol-worship. It is specifically through 
Avram’s success that God would 
be blessed. The blessing to Avram, 
therefore, also functioned as a blessing 
to God.

While the different approaches may 
disagree on who should be blessed 
first, the resonating message is 
important in either case. There is a 
purposefully blurred line between 
gratitude toward people and gratitude 
to God. When others do us a 
kindness, we should not limit our 

gratitude to the interpersonal realm. 
We must expand our expression of 
gratitude to God as well. The person 
doing the chesed is acting as an 
emissary of God, making His name 
great and revealed in this world. In 
addition, we must acknowledge that 
it is God’s providence that allowed for 
the kindness to happen.

By incorporating a Divine element 
into all of our interpersonal gratitude 
experiences, may we merit additional 
spiritual and psychological well-being, 
above and beyond what is generally 
associated with being grateful people.
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CHESED: THANK YOU OR THANK GOD? (Continued from page 27)
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INSIGHTS INTO 
SHAVUOT

A LEGISLATED PARTY

The Gemara, Pesachim (68b) 
presents a dispute as to how 
Yom Tov is to be observed. 

The dispute revolves about how to 
reconcile what appears to be two 
contradictory verses in the Torah. 

In Devarim (16:8), the Torah 
mandates Yom Tov as, “atzeret 
LaShem Elokecha” — an assembly 
to Hashem your G-D. In Bamidbar 
(29:35), Yom Tov is described as 
“atzeret tihiyeh lachem” — a day of 
assembly for you. 

Which one is it? Is Yom Tov a day 
primarily focused on spirituality, or a 
day of celebration for our pleasure? 
Reb Eliezer, who was a disciple of 
the school of Beis Shamai, ruled that 
in essence we have a choice to spend 
Yom Tov as either a day of assembly 
for Hashem, engaged in serious Torah 
studying, or “lachem” — friendship, 
family and food.

Reb Yehoshua, a disciple of Beis Hillel, 

disagreed and said that we split the day, 
half in celebration and the other half in 
the Beis Hamedrash. Half the day for 
Hashem, and half the day for ourselves. 
[Parenthetically, I would like to suggest 
that while the Rambam in Hilchos Yom 
Tov (6:19) and the Shulchan Aruch 
(OC 529:1) rule like Reb Yehoshua, 
I am most envious of those who 
implement the morning davening 
and divrei Torah as the fulfillment of 
“lachem,” your pleasure and enjoyment. 
The requirement of LaShem is then 
fulfilled when eating and drinking and 
celebrating with friends and family, 
good food, zmiros and divrei Torah.] 

The Talmud continues to teach that 
there are certain occasions that are 
exceptions to the rule, and all agree 
that they are to be celebrated with a 
festive meal. The first of the exceptions 
is Shavuos. Even Reb Eliezer agrees 
that “Atzeret,” the name of the 
Shavuos holiday as found in Targum 

Unkelos, Bmidbar (28:26) — the day 
of the great revelation, the day that 
the entire nation of Israel experienced 
prophecy of the highest level, awake 
and standing while hearing the first 
two of the Ten Commandments 
directly from Hashem — this day is to 
be commemorated with a festive meal. 

At first glance, this is most puzzling 
and counter intuitive. Just as we 
anxiously await the daylight hours of 
Shavous by intensive study of Torah 
on the previous night, we would have 
thought that after a short bite, after 
davening, we would spend the rest 
of the day in a marathon of Torah 
studying. Why must we celebrate the 
holiday in a physical manner? 

The answer I believe is most 
fundamental to this Yom Tov. Rashi 
(on the aforementioned Gemara) 
explains that the necessity for “lachem” 
on Shavous is to demonstrate that we 
are overjoyed and privileged to be part 
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of the Jewish nation that received the 
Torah on this day. Just as we celebrate 
significant milestones with food and 
drink, so too this day is marked with 
food and drink. The Torah is meant to 
be studied and lived in an enjoyable 
surrounding. Torah is meant to be a 
recipe for this world. The requirement 
for the physical celebration is akin to 
a mission statement that the Torah 
is applicable and uplifting to every 
area of life, including the physical 
and material aspects of life that are 
enhanced and imbued by the study 
and observance of Torah. 

Torah is not meant to be lived and 
observed in isolation, in a monastery 
away from society and the pleasures 
of this world; instead, as we are taught 
in Avos (6:4) “Ashrecha Baolam Haze” 
— it is praiseworthy and wholesome 
in this world. Note, the bracha recited 
after one is privileged to be called 
to the Torah is not only thanking 
Hashem for giving us a Torah of truth, 
but “Chayei olam nata betocheinu” — 
for implanting in us, in this world, the 
taste of the eternal life. 

This idea is further reinforced by 
the beautiful insight of Rav Eliyahu 
Lapian Z”L in his sefer Lev Eliyahu on 
Parshat Vayetzei. The Torah informs 
us (Bereishit 31:2) that Yaakov 
noticed after he became exceedingly 
wealthy that his father-in-law, Lavan, 
was no longer welcoming, but 
resentful of Yaakov. Yaakov then calls 
his wives to the field for a meeting 
of the board. The Torah devotes no 
less than nine verses to the complete 
soliloquy of Yaakov:

ַוּיֹאֶמר ָלֶהן רֶֹאה ָאֹנִכי ֶאת ְּפֵני ֲאִביֶכן ִּכי ֵאיֶננּו 
ֵאַלי ִּכְתמֹל ִׁשְלֹׁשם ֵואֹלֵקי ָאִבי ָהָיה ִעָּמִדי. ְוַאֵּתָנה 

ְיַדְעֶּתן ִּכי ְּבָכל ֹּכִחי ָעַבְדִּתי ֶאת ֲאִביֶכן. ַוֲאִביֶכן 
ֵהֶתל ִּבי ְוֶהֱחִלף ֶאת ַמְשֻּכְרִּתי ֲעֶשֶרת מִֹנים ְולֹא 

ְנָתנֹו ֱאֹלִקים ְלָהַרע ִעָּמִדי ... ַוַּיֵצל ֱאֹלִקים ֶאת 
ִמְקֵנה ֲאִביֶכם ַוִּיֶּתן ִלי ... ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאַלי ַמְלַאְך 

ָהֱאֹלִקים ַּבֲחלֹום ַיֲעֹקב ָוֹאַמר ִהֵנִני. ַוּיֹאֶמר ָשא ָנא 

ֵעיֶניָך ּוְרֵאה ָּכל ָהַעֻּתִדים ָהֹעִלים ַעל ַהצֹאן ֲעֻקִּדים 
ְנֻקִּדים ּוְבֻרִּדים ִּכי ָרִאיִתי ֵאת ָּכל ֲאֶׁשר ָלָבן ֹעֶשה 

ָּלְך. ָאֹנִכי ָהֵא-ל ֵּבית ֵאל ֲאֶׁשר ָמַׁשְחָּת ָּׁשם ַמֵצָבה 
ֲאֶׁשר ָנַדְרָּת ִּלי ָׁשם ֶנֶדר ַעָּתה קּום ֵצא ִמן ָהָאֶרץ 

ַהּזֹאת ְוׁשּוב ֶאל ֶאֶרץ מֹוַלְדֶּתָך.
And he said to them, “I see that your 
father’s manner toward me is not as it 
has been in the past. But the God of my 
father’s [house] has been with me. As you 
know, I have served your father with all 
my might; but your father has cheated 
me, changing my wages time and again. 
G-d, however, would not let him do 
me harm … G-d has taken away your 
father’s livestock and given it to me. And 
in the dream a messenger of God said to 
me, ‘Jacob!’ ‘Here,’ I answered. And the 
messenger said, ‘Note well that all the 
he-goats which are mating with the flock 
are streaked, speckled, and mottled; for I 
have noted all that Laban has been doing 
to you. I am the God of Bethel, where you 
anointed a pillar and where you made a 
vow to Me. Now, arise and leave this land 
and return to your native land.’”

His wives respond that they agree:

ַוַּתַען ָרֵחל ְוֵלָאה ַוֹּתאַמְרָנה לֹו ַהעֹוד ָלנּו ֵחֶלק 
ְוַנֲחָלה ְּבֵבית ָאִבינּו. ֲהלֹוא ָנְכִרּיֹות ֶנְחַׁשְבנּו לֹו ִּכי 
ְמָכָרנּו ַוֹּיאַכל ַּגם ָאכֹול ֶאת ַּכְסֵּפנּו. ִּכי ָכל ָהֹעֶׁשר 

ֲאֶׁשר ִהִציל ֱאֹלִקים ֵמָאִבינּו ָלנּו הּוא ּוְלָבֵנינּו 
ְוַעָּתה ֹּכל ֲאֶׁשר ָאַמר ֱאֹלִקים ֵאֶליָך ֲעֵשה.

Then Rachel and Leah answered him, 
saying, “Have we still a share in the 
inheritance of our father’s house? Surely, 
he regards us as outsiders, now that he 
has sold us and has used up our purchase 
price. Truly, all the wealth that God has 
taken away from our father belongs to us 
and to our children. Now then, do just as 
God has told you.”

Rav Lapian asks, why all these 
unnecessary verses? If things were 
different and Lavan was the perfect 
welcoming loving host, would they 
have stayed? Would they not listen 
to G-D? Why inform us of all the 
many challenges and difficulties? He 

answers that this conversation teaches 
a very important lesson. The Torah 
way of life is meant to be enjoyable. 
We should not believe that this world 
does not really matter after all, given 
that we are assured that living a life of 
Torah and mitzvot will be rewarded 
in the World to Come. Yaakov and his 
wives are teaching us that this is not 
the Torah way. Torah was meant to be 
enjoyed. Their move away from Lavan 
wasn't a necessary sacrifice to fulfill 
Hashem's will. It was so that they can 
live a better life. Hence, the necessity 
for “lachem” and the enjoyable 
festivities on Shavous. 

In addition, the lesson of “lachem” is to 
teach that Torah is all encompassing, 
it governs and uplifts any and every 
area of life. Note, the Jewish people 
leave Egypt on the 15th of the month 
of Nisan. Seven days later, they 
experience the miraculous splitting 
of the Sea. We read immediately 
thereafter of their encounter at Marah 
and their being given a sampling of 
mitzvot. Why, however, could they not 
proceed from the high of the splitting 
of the Sea directly to receive the Torah 
at Sinai? An answer that I heard from 
one of my teachers is fundamental to 
the understanding and appreciation 
of Torah. The Torah was not meant to 
be lived in an environment of miracles 
and the supernatural. Rather, Bereishit 
bara Elokim. This is understood by 
Rashi to mean that the creation was 
for Israel and for the Torah, both of 
which are referred to as reishit. Elokim 
(the name of G-D which denotes 
the natural world) created the world 
for Torah and Israel. G-D gave the 
Torah after the month of Iyar, which 
is devoid of miracles, to emphasize 
that the Torah and Israel are to uplift 
and give meaning and purpose to the 
natural world.   
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