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Parshat Behar-Bechukotai

Decycling Economic Disparity
Simon Wolf

In Parshat Behar, it states, “If your brother has become
poor (3'nX JM-11), and his hand can't support him
among you (qay iT nhum); then you shall grab a hold
of him (ia npTn). He shall live with you as does the
stranger and a temporary resident.”! In the Torah, the
verb “Mach (n)” is used to describe an individual who
has fallen from their previous standing.? Similarly, the
root “Mateh (nun)” refers to a stumble or the beginning
of a downward trajectory. It is only used one other
time in the Torah where for understandable reasons it
is paired together with the “leg (n7221 vinn)”? to
describe a loss of footing or a falling from grace.
Whereas, in this instance, the Torah correlates it with
an “arm” or a “hand (i nunit)” which seems to be a
strange choice given the imagery of stumbling or
wavering projected by the verb. The reason for this
might be because the Torah is attempting to describe
a more limited unsteadiness whereby the person’s
arms have become weakened or unproductive rather
than the entirety of their being. Rav S. R. Hirsch
suggests that this indicates that the individual’s ability
to make a living (T nwyn) has been compromised
rather than their health, mobility or existence (72a1).4
The composite that emerges from the word choice of
the verse is that the Torah is describing a productive
member of society who has fallen on hard times and
needs a steady hand (ia nprnn) to restore them to
their former independence; whether that is through
employment opportunities or a bridge loan. In
addition, It is not enough to simply lend a hand, but
one must grab a hold and not release the individual
(ia mprnn) until they have been restored to their
former state. This is likely the source for how the
Midrash interprets the verse. “If your brother has
become poor (3'nx n-y1), and his hand can't
support him among you (ny iT' avnt)...” — “Do not
allow them to decline (T'w nnan 7x) — this is similar
to a loaded donkey; while the load is still on the
donkey’s back, a single individual can reposition or
steady the load, whereas if the load completely falls
off the back of the donkey, it requires more than five
people to reload it; this is true even if they require your
assistance multiple times (ia npmnm).” A small
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amount of intervention or preventative medicine can
stave off a much more serious economic decline or
impoverishment of the individual and spare them the
difficult psychological impact and damage that can be
caused by a deeper crisis and loss of economic
independence. The Torah enjoins one to engage and
make the small investment to steady those that are at
the early stages of economic distress rather than
allowing them to completely fail where they will require
large amounts of assistance. That is why this Pasuk
is followed by an injunction against lending with
interest.® One may not exploit the misfortune of
another to initiate a predatory loan. The Torah is
asking that one provide support and preventative
assistance to this individual who is in the initial stages
of finding themselves in difficult economic straits to
prevent them from reaching a point of despair. It
would be unconscionable to capitalize on this situation
as an opportunity to profit from this individual's
difficulty.  Extending them a loan with interest,
especially with usurious rates, will likely only serve to
exacerbate the difficulty they are facing rather than
providing the assistance that they so badly need and
the Torah envisioned. The loan should be viewed as
a charitable lifeline for the impoverished person and
therefore should be sized accordingly (See Parshat
Re’eh — A Blessing — Give or Take).

In this week’s Parsha, after discussing the laws of
Shemitta, that occurs every seven years, the Torah
then continues with a description of the demands of
the Yovel, the fiftieth year. The Torah describes the
Jubilee year (7ait) as having three main features. “You
shall make the fiftieth year holy, and proclaim liberty
throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a
jubilee for you; and each of you shall return to his
ancestral heritage, and each of you shall return to his
family. That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee for you. In it
you shall not sow, you shall not reap that which grows
of itself, and you shall not gather from the unpruned
vines.”® Land ownership shall return to its ancestral
holders; individuals will be freed and return to their
families; the land may not be worked and its produce
is holy. As will be discussed, it seems that the
restriction on working the land is actually a byproduct
or reinforcement of the previous two features. The
Parsha then has a series of laws governing the sales
of property as well as the sales of individuals into
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servitude. For each of these latter two sections, the
Torah provides an overarching principle which
explains the reason for all these directives. With
regards to property, the Torah proclaims, “The land
shall not be sold permanently, for the land is mine (-2
Yxa '2); for you are sojourners and temporary
residents with Me.” Concerning individuals, it
declares, “For they are My servants (na *12y-'3) whom
| brought out of the land of Egypt; they shall not be sold
as slaves.”

Those principles seemingly also explain two of the
main features of the Yovel. With regards to the return
of individuals to their ancestral land, the fact that the
land belongs to God means that every individual is
simply a leaseholder on the property they own.” For
those that have purchased other’s property, they are
subleasing it from the owner who is leasing it from
God. God’s “ownership” of the land limits any sublet
to a maximum of fifty years which clearly
demonstrates to the person subletting the land that
they are not the true owners of the land. In addition,
the owner of the land must leave their field fallow in
the fiftieth year in order for them to realize and
acknowledge that even though they are the long term
possessors of the land, they are still only lessees
whose lease can be terminated at will by God if they
are not compliant with His demands.?2  Similarly
concerning the freeing of individuals, the point that
each individual from Klal Yisrael is first and foremost a
servant of God means that no individual can be
indentured to another. One can only sell that which
they own. Since God has the first lien on each person,
then the fulfillment of His will supersedes any
subsequent ownership. In theory, this is true for the
individual regarding themselves. Their freedom of
action and their utilization of their output and
accumulated wealth are all subject to limitation since
as a servant of God one is encumbered to comply with
God’s will. Therefore, God “owns” the individual and
they must operate within His demands. That lack of
ownership over themselves prevents them from selling
themselves to another party since one cannot sell
what they do not own. What they do possess is their
productive capability and wealth, subject to
compliance with God'’s will, which they can sell or offer
to others. A purchaser of another member of Kial
Yisrael is actually leasing their labor output for the
maximum duration of fifty years.® Their lack of
ownership or rights in the individual are demonstrated
by the fact that the “servant” is freed in the Yovel. A
free person is also enjoined to desist from working the
fields in the Yovel in order to demonstrate their
servitude to God and lack of freedom and ownership
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over themselves and their land. The Jubilee offers a
psychological and economic reset for both the poor
and wealthy. It limits the persistence of growing
economic disparity and realigns the dynamic of social
standing. It raises those less fortunate and restrains
those that succeed in an effort to remind all of their
primary allegiance to God. The problem of course is
that fifty years, a Yovel, is an eternity.’® An individual
might experience one or, if they are lucky, two
Jubilee’s in their lifetime and that is insufficient for a
formative encounter that is so fundamental to the faith
and life altering.

As was noted previously, these principles are not
found together with laws of the Yovel, but rather with
regards to the laws governing the sales of property as
well as the sales of individuals into servitude. The
Parsha also opens with the laws of Shemitta and then
discusses the Yovel which is the fiftieth year after
seven cycles of the Shemitta or forty-nine years. It
would seem that there are smaller cycles and events
that tap into these principles that all converge together
in the Yovel to create that spectacular Jubilee year.
While in reality the Shemitta year is a paradigm for
Yovel, the same way that Shabbat is the archetype for
Yom Tov, nevertheless the Yovel is Shemitta plus
more and therefore Shemitta will only encompass a
portion of the principles conveyed by the Yovel. For
instance, the Shemitta contains within it the desisting
from work in the fields which strongly demonstrates
one’s belief that and attests to the land ultimately being
owned by God, but it lacks the return of the lands to
their ancestral owner or the freeing of the slaves that
are a part of the Yovel. While it is missing that
complete reset, nevertheless, the Shemitta year does
trigger a permanent debt collection moratorium on all
outstanding borrowings and essentially converts the
loans into charity.” Based on the subsequent
Parshiya, it would seem that these loans were
extended as life-sustaining credit to poor people who
were unable to afford basic life staples. This frees the
poor person from the constant pressure of foreclosure,
allows them to make a fresh start and experience a
much needed economic reset. If the poor person
undergoes a financial revival in the future, the
suspended debt payment can be reinstated in order to
repay and thank the person who so generously
extended a helping hand when the situation was dire.'?
In other words, there are pit stops on the way to the
Yovel which provide a certain amount of relief and
stabilization of the economic difficulties faced by the
less fortunate.
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This is not only true of land ownership, but also
servitude. The default period of servitude in the Torah
terminates upon seven years.'® It is only extended if
the servant chooses to voluntarily lengthen his
encumbrance’™ and even then it is only in effect until
the Yovel. Moreover, both the institutions of land sales
and selling oneself into servitude, which generally only
take place due to financial duress, each have multiple
interim recovery options for the seller. With regards to
sales of an individual’s ancestral land, after two years
elapse from the sale date, there is an outstanding
open option for a close of kin to redeem the property
on behalf of the seller or, if the seller's economic
situation improves, the seller themselves to redeem
the property based on a proration of the original sales
price from the sale date until the Yovel.’> Absent the
two year deferral period, the same is true for someone
who sells themselves into servitude; they can be
redeemed by a relative or themselves on a prorated
basis.’”® These rehabilitative possibilities have the
effect of clearly indicating to the buyer that they are
simply leasing the property or the individual’s labor
output and not acquiring permanent ownership and
also offers windows of opportunity and hope to the
seller for a potential financial recovery.

Returning to the previous discussion with regards to
providing assistance to someone has financially
stumbled in order to stave off their complete collapse.
People prefer to provide charity and help for those
most desperately in need and save them from
complete ruin and difficulty. While this is
commendable, this week’s Parsha provides a slightly
different picture of what God wants from those
fortunate enough to be able to give. Firstly, for those
willing to cooperate, the financial help should be akin
to the Yovel, a complete economic reset and the
means by which to become independent. Moreover,
similar to this week’s Parsha, there is a desperate
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need for providing interim relief, especially early on, in
order to help stabilize those facing difficulty and to
allow them the opportunity to restore themselves to
their former standing. While less glamorous, this type
of giving is likely more effective and the intervention
more successful as is alluded to by the fact that the
relief provided by the Yovel is only available once
every fifty years while the smaller relief provisions can
be accessed more frequently. It is a Godly character
trait to draw close to and provide for those that are
failing or flailing rather than to only keep company with
those that are similarly successful and economically
independent.'” Lastly, those that are fortunate to be
able to give and those that are in need are actually in
a joint partnership (See Parshat Re’eh — A Blessing —
Give or Take).”® The wealthy individual economic,
physical and psychological relief to the poor person.
Aside from facilitating the merit of giving for the
wealthy individual, the less fortunate individual assists
the more fortunate person with refining their character
by helping them to realize the dictum of Ben Zoma,
“Who is rich? The one who is happy with their lot.”"®
This is a challenge for many people of means and
through providing to those of lesser means, it can
enrich their character and bring them to a happier
place. As the Midrash Rabba concludes in this week’s
Parsha, “More than what the provider does for the poor
person, the poor person does for the provider.”?°
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