Yovel: A Sourcebook for Fifty Years

We don’t know exactly when the Yovel year begins. It’s the
culmination of seven cycles of seven years, each culminating
in a sh'mitah—sabbatical—year. The only way to arrive at
Yovel is to count seven years, then seven again and again
until forty-nine years have gone by.

Similarly, the Torah never tells us precisely when to celebrate
Shavuot. Unlike other holidays, theres no date assigned.
Instead, we count from the second night of Passover: seven
weeks, forty-nine days, to commemorate fifty days of walking
from Egypt to Sinai. Just as each week of counting the
Omer, the period between Passover and Shavuot, includes

a day of rest for human beings, each seventh year of counting
the Yovel is a sabbatical year for the land.

As we count to fifty—either years or weeks—we build
anticipation, notice the passage of time, and look to the
Sfuture. We don’t count down—we count up, because we are
excited about what is yet to come.

Counting Fifty Years

Pirkei Avot, an ancient tractate of rabbinic aphorisms,
teaches that each significant human life stage bears certain
characteristics. Fifty is the age of advice. That is: fifty is the
age at which one has lived enough, studied enough, worked
enough, and both succeeded and failed enough to offer advice
to others. This year, we commemorate fifty years since the
Six-Day war. What advice for the future can we glean from

these past fifty years?

As you study the sources in this section, ask yourself how the
act of counting might challenge and inspire us in this fiftieth
year? What have we learned in the past fifty years? How
will we move forward in the next fifty and beyond?
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l. How Do We Count?

Below is the biblical description 0f the countin g toward the Yovel year.

Leviticus 25:8-12
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A.

*You shall count seven weeks of years—
seven times seven years—so that the period
of seven weeks of years gives you a total

of forty-nine years. “Then you shall sound
the shofar loud; in the seventh month,

on the tenth day of the month—the Day
of Atonement—you shall have the shofar
sounded throughout your land ®and you
shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall
proclaim release throughout the land for all
its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you:
each of you shall return to your holding
and each of you shall return to your family.
That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee for you:
you shall not sow, neither shall you reap
the aftergrowth or harvest the untrimmed
vines, *for it is a jubilee. It shall be holy

to you: you may only eat the growth direct
from the field.

»  What can we learn about the purpose of the Yovel year fram these verses?
What can we learn about the process 0f counting toward it?

»  How might the build up to the Yovel year feel? What would be

exciz‘ing.? Frigbz‘ening?

»  Why do you think the shofar would be sounded on Yom Kippur of the
Yovel year, and not on Rosh Hashanabh, when the year begins?

»  The instructions for counting in the first verse seem repetitive—why do
you think the instructions migbt be written this way? What can we learn
fmm the repetitions of the word ‘seven”?

»  Have you counted up to this fiftieth year since 19672 What emotions are
you holding as we approach this Yovel year?
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B. Sevens are beloved: Leviticus Rabbah Parashat Emor 29

DNVYA ... DYDY PN PYIVN DD
(D2 MNY) MNIY 1IN HYIY
PLNYI ,NNYON MVPYN MYV
DNYTPI (NI RIP) NIV >IN PYIY
212N WAV D2 ,DOWNNN NIV NN
NN ONON T2 (2 NWNID) NIV
NIV 252N YAV DOVTNA PWIAVN O
VTN TNN OYIVN WTN2 (0D XIPN)
.. )N 0OY M

All sevens are forever beloved ... among
years, the seventh is beloved, as is written
(Exodus 23:11) In the seventh, you shall let
[the land] rest and lie fallow. Among shmitah
years, the seventh is beloved, as is written
(Leviticus 25:10) You shall hallow the fiftieth
year. Among days, the seventh is beloved, as
is written (Genesis 2:3) And God blessed the
seventh day. Among months, the seventh

is beloved, as is written (Leviticus 23:24)

In the seventh month, on the first day of the
month, you shall observe complete rest [i.e.

Rosh Hashanah].

»  Why do you think “sevens are forever beloved”? How do these different
cycles of seven—the week, the sh'mitah cycle, and the yovel cycle—connect
to one another? What are the similarities and differences among these
cycles of seven, according fo the biblical texts quoted in this midrash?

»  What shared mental or practical calendars do you have with others in
your family, your community, or in the broader world? How does having
a shared sense of time—celebrating religious or national holidays, or even
family rituals and anniversaries—make you feel connected to others?

Leviticus Rabbabh is a collection of midrashim—rabbinic expansions on
the biblical text. It consists of homilies on the book of Leviticus and was

probably compiled in the Land of Israel in the fifth century.

Il. Fifty Gates

One confusion about the counting of the yovel year arises from the biblical
ambiguity about whether the yovel is the last (forty-ninth) year of the seven-
year cycle, or the year following (the fiftieth year). The Tulmud asserts that
yovel is the fiftieth year—and this has become the accepted understanding.
Howewer, mystical literature plays with this ambiguity by suggesting that
the yovel year, associated with the sefirah or divine quality of binah, wisdom
or understanding), is strongly connected to both what comes before and what

comes after.
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A. Fifty gates of understanding: Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Rosh
Hashanah 21b

MYV DOWNN N TN ,ONINYI 29 Rav or Shmuel said: Fifty gates of
NWN5 NN 191D 091 NI N understanding were created in the world,
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made him little less than divine.

»  What might these “fifty gates of understanding” be? In what ways might
there be fifty ways of understanding in the world?

»  Why might one of these gates be reserved for God?

»  What connections might you draw between these fifty gates of wisdom and

the fifty years of yovel?

»  What are the different ways of understanding the significance of the fifty
years since 19672 Are there any modes of understanding that you feel that
you lack? That you would like to achieve? That our community might lack?

The Talmud is a compilation of law, narrative, folk wisdom, and more.
It consists of the Mishnah, probably compiled around 200 CE, and the
Gemara, compiled around 500 CE or later.

'The Talmud is divided into 63 tractates, each mostly focused on one subject
(but often including much material on other subjects as well).

When we refer to “The Talmud,” we usually mean the Talmud Bavli
(Babylonian Talmud), codified in Babylonia. There is also a second Talmud,
known as Talmud Yerushalmi (Palestinian Talmud), codified in the Land of
Israel somewhat earlier. The latter is less complete and has been less central
to the development of law.

B. Infinite sets of fifty gates: Rabbi Jacob Joseph of Polonne, Toldot

Yaakov Yosef commentary on Deuteronomy

[O“wyan] NNy M ova >nyny I heard in the name of my teacher [the
WNY N MYV VN PI NIV DYV Ba’al Shem Tov] the reason that only forty-
AYY 5 NPT DWINNT WY N9 nine gates of understanding were given to
DMWY ) 5’}\3‘1)31 ’Tﬂﬁ N1ﬂ' OOWINAN Moses and not the fiftieth gate. The fiftieth

gate starts again and begins a set of fifty
TY N2V NIYNI 1), NI NIYNI gates even higher than that, and so above

N2 5217 DYWHRNN MY 2D yNO PN hd above to infinity. For the fiftieth year of
.]NDb) ]NDb yovel counts on both sides.
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»  Rabbi Jacob Joseph envisions infinite sets of fifty gates. How does this
image relate to your sense of how time functions? How might this fiftieth
year both link us to the past, and open the door fo the future?

»  How might we collect the wisdom of each of the past fifty years, and use it
to help us walk through the next fifty? What do you hope will change as we

mowve into the next cyc[e? How can we éring about this c/yange?

Rabbi Jacob Joseph of Polonne (Poland 1710-1784) was one of the first
disciples of the Ba’al Shem Tov, the founder of the Hasidic Movement,
which draws from mystical thought. To/dot Yaakov Yosef was the first Hasidic

book published (in 1780).

lll. Fifty Years, Fifty Days: Omer as

a Microcosm

For comparison, here is the passage in the Torah that describes the mitzvah of
counting the fifty days of the Omer, from Passover to Shavuot:

A.  Counting Omer: Leviticus 23:15-16
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5And from the day on which you bring the
sheaf of elevation offering—the day after
the Sabbath—you shall count seven weeks.
‘They must be complete: you must count
until the day after the seventh week—fifty
days; then you shall bring an offering of
new grain to the Lord.

B.  Counting for a community: Rabbi Pinchas ben Joseph ha-Levi,

Sefer HaHinuch
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You shall count off seven weeks of years—
seven times seven years. This mitzvah—this
counting of the years of shmita until the
year of the yove/—is given to the Great
Court, that is, the Sanhedrin. And this

is the mitzvah—they would count each
year and each week of years until the year
of the yovel, like we count the days of the
omer, and afterwards, they would sanctify
the fiftieth year by letting the land rest,
proclaiming release for all slaves, and all the
land returning to its owners.
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»  These texts describe counting the seven weeks of the omer as a mitzvah
done by the individual, and counting the seven years until yovel as a
mitzvah done by the Sanhedrin—the authoritative public institution.
What might be the differences between counting done by individuals and
counting done by a communal institution? How might each feel different?

»  Why do you think the responsibility of counting yovel is given to the
Sanbhedrin? What role should communal leadership play in marking our

current fifty year cycle?

»  How do you think we should commemorate this fiftieth year, both as

individuals and as a communiz‘y?

Rabbi Pinchas ben Joseph ha-Levi (Spain, 13th century) was the author
of Sefer HaHinuch (published anonymously), a systematic list and discussion

of the 613 mitzvot.

C.  Our counting has an impact on the Divine: Rabbi Menachem

Mendel of Rymanov, Siftei Tzadikim Exodus, Parashat Yitro
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By our counting [the omer] each day with
pure intention, we raise her [the Divine
Presence] up one level at a time until

she comes to the fiftieth gate, for binah
[wisdom] is called yove/ (Tikunei Zohar,
32b), which is the world of freedom, as it is
written: proclaim release (Leviticus 25:10),
for from there all kinds of freedom and
all good things and blessings are brought
to the congregation of Israel from their
upper sources ...

» A core aspect of Hasidic teaching is the notion that our actions have an
impact on the Divine. How does this text suggest that counting the omer
affects God? What is the relationship here between omer and yovel?

»  What divine assistance might we be seeking during this yovel year? How
might our actions impact the divine presence?

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Rymanov (1745-1815) was an early Hasidic

leader in Galica.
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IV. Fifty Years in a Human Lifespan

Generally, human beings could expect to see no more than one yovel in their
lifetime. Experiencing such an event, then, reminds us both of our own
mortality and of the continuity of human communities beyond individual

life spans.
A. Fiftyyears to retirement: Hizkuni on Leviticus 25:10

120 NIYT DNNIPY MY OOVINND I The fiftieth year, you shall proclaim release—as
21V MY DOWNN 120 0N ¥y we find with the Levites [Numbers 8:25]—
IV T N9 ATIAYD NaNpy the age of fifty they shall retire from work

and shall serve no more.

»  How does Hizkuni understand the “release” of the fiftieth year?

»  Is this lz'fe r/yyz‘bm similar to what you expect or have experienced or
observed in your own Zife.? What do you make af the idea of counting the
years of one’s life towards the arrival at a radical change of experience?

»  How mig/_)z‘ this idea of release—or rez‘iremem‘—apply to this
ﬁfz‘iez‘/y anniversary?

Rabbi Hezekiah ben Manoah (France, 13th century), generally referred to
as Hizkuni wrote a biblical commentary that integrates the work of previous
commentators and particularly focuses on explaining the commentary of

Rashi (France, 1040-1105).
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B. Release to spiritual pursuits: Abravanel on Leviticus 25
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'The reason for the mitzvah of shmitah is

so that a person will remember how many
are the days of the years of their life, the
purpose of this being to achieve wholeness.

The reason for yove/ is the same—just as
sh'mitah years come with a count of seven
years, so the yovel is seven shmitah years.
This hints that the days and years of a
person’s life are not equivalent with regards
to labor or working the land. In childhood
and in old age, a person cannot work the
land. The days of toil and labor are at most
fifty years, and when a person reaches

sixty years of age—that is, the ten years of
childhood and the fifty years of work—it
is appropriate for a person to leave aside
physical things and material desires, instead
sanctifying oneself and acting out of
holiness and purity. The Torah hints at this
[Leviticus 25:8]: You shall count off seven
weeks of years—seven times seven years. ...

»  Abravanel’s vision of the fifty years of midlife might be exhausting. What
have you learned from the most tiring and demanding periods of your
life? What spiritual pursuits have you looked forward to from that state

of exhaustion?

»  QOwer the past fifty years, many Israeli, Palestinian, and international
leaders have worked hard to try to change the reality on the ground in the
West Bank, whether trying to end the occupation through the creation of
a Palestinian state, or Israeli annexation of the West Bank, or in other
ways. As we approach the yovel of 2017, many feel a sense of exhaustion.
What wisdom do you see here regarding how to relate to these fifty years of

hard work?

»  In his tribute to President Shimon Peres, President Barack Obama
recalled, “when I asked for his advice, he told me that while people
often say that the future belongs to the young, its the present that really

belongs to the young. Leave the future to me,’ he said, ‘I have time.”

>

Aﬁ‘er ﬁfz‘y years, how can we hold onto this sense that a better fuz‘ure

remains possible?

Rabbi Isaac Abravanel (Portugal 1437-1508) was a biblical commentator

and philosopher, who often addressed the everyday concerns of his Jewish

community, living under persecution.
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C. Consciousness along the way: K/i Yakar on Leviticus 25:8
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So it says you shall count [literally, count
for yourself |—if you count for yourself,
for your own good and to benefit from it,
so that your days are focused on spiritual
matters, then you will have the days of
seven weeks of years—that is, they will be
tully yours, and not for another. But if
you waste your days uselessly, hoarding
and collecting things, then you will not be
able to enjoy the fruits of your labors, the
things that you have built and that you
have planted.

For the most part, human beings can hold
onto what is theirs for only a number of
years—until the fiftieth year from the
twentieth year, that is, seventy years after
being born.

»  Rabbi Shlomo says that the process of counting should have an impact not
only on the end of our lives, but also on the value of our years along the
way. How do you relate to his seemingly paradoxical explanation of how
to benefit from our lives—to hold on by letting go, rather amassing things?
And what does it mean for something to be fully ours, to have it, to hold

onto it?

»  Holding onto the West Bank has become an increasingly challenging policy,
as failing to establish a Palestinian State leaves two primary options:
absorbing the West Bank Palestinians as full citizens of the State of Israel,
a possibility likely to lead to greater conﬂict; or maintaining the status quo
of two sets of laws for Israelis and Palestinians living in the West Bank.
How might the KIi Yakar’s conceptions of release and holding on respond to

this situation?

Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz (Prague, 1550-1619),
often referred to by the title of his most famous work, the K/i Yakar, served
as Chief Rabbi of Prague. The Kli Yakar is a homiletical commentary on

the Torah.
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V. Cosmic Yovel

Medieval mystics imagined the universe punctuated by cycles of 50,000 years.

These sources invite us to use the yovel fo connect to a time perim’ much lon ger

than our lifespans.

Mystical literature offers two competing visions for the nature of yovel—one
proposes that this year represents a fundamental destruction, from which the
world must begin again; the other sees the year as a renewal. The two texts that

Jfollow hold different perspectives on the question.

B1. Rabbi Avraham bar Hiyya HaNasi, Megilat HaMegaleh

DYY2INY NYWN DN DN NN’

YUNY NYIVN TN DY IV PON

IV 290N NYaY 021 SV WpIn
GON VN PO DNOVNN DIIOVNIYD)
TRYNY MY NN NN NP NIV
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'The days of the world are 49,000 years
long, and each of the seven suns of the
heavens [the seven known planets] rules
over the world for 7,000 years, and when
they complete their rule, at the end of
49,000 years, the Holy Blessed One
destroys the world and brings back zohu,
nothingness, for 1,000 years, and at the end
of 50,000 years renews everything as it was
at the beginning.

»  How does this much longer cycle of “cosmic days” sit with you? How does
it feel to imagine God regularly “rebooting” the universe? How might this
affect or change the way you think about fifty years in a human life span?

»  How might we reboot the possiéiliz‘ies far a new reality in Israel during

this fiftieth year?

Rabbi Avraham bar Hiyya HaNasi (Spain, 1070-c.1140), was an
astronomer, mathematician, and philosopher. His book Megilatr HaMegaleh
was an attempt to predict the end of time and the coming of the

messianic era.
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B2. Rabbi Menahem ben Benjamin Recanati on Leviticus 25:8
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Seven weeks of years—these are seven
shmitah years, hinting at the Holy Blessed
One renewing the world seven times,
once with each shmitah. And after each
one, there will be additional good and
outpouring blessing.

[...]

'The language of yovel comes from

[ Jeremiah 17:8] sending forth its roots by a
stream (yuval). As it says in the Zohar [Part
3 290b]: “What is yovel? As it says, sending
forth its roots by a stream, because it is a river
that stretches and flows forth and doesn’t
stop.” This hints at zeshuva, returning—to

it [yovel] all returns and the flow stops and
everything goes back to its beginning—and
this is in the fifty-thousandth year, as it
says [Leviticus 27:24] In the year of yovel
the field returns.

»  In the previous text, Rabbi Avraham bar Hiyya described the
‘nothingness” existing before creation. In this text, Rabbi Menachem
Recanati uses the image of a flowing stream. Which of these speaks more
to you? How could focusing on a fiftieth year become a source of renewal
and of the flow of blessing? How might it be destructive? Could it have

elements of both?

»  What renewal and flow of blessing would you wish for this fiftieth year?

Rabbi Menahem ben Benjamin Recanati (Italy, 1250-1310) wrote a

mystical commentary on the Torah.
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C.  Yowel’s purpose is to keep this in our consciousness: Rabbi Isaac

ben Judah Abravanel on Leviticus 25

MY HY DYDY N MDY MIVNI 1IN
NIND NVIY IV PTN INY DY) PTN
11 99) NN MLMVWN HDH2 DAy
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‘They say in the Mishnah that exile comes
into the world by impoverishing justice,

by corrupting justice, and by failing to
observe the shmitah of the land—yove/

is in the category of shmitah—all of this

is because a person who denies that the
world will be lost [in the cosmic yove/] does
not recognize the act of creation at the
beginning, or the world that is coming. This
is one of the reasons for observing shmitah
and yovel.

»  Rabbi Isaac Abravanel challenges us: as we live our lives, day by day,
year by year, what changes if we keep the origins of the universe—or its

fuz‘ure—in our consciousness?

»  How might being aware of cycles much longer than what we can grasp
change the way we think about our present moment? What practices
would help you achieve this awareness? What do you think might help
our larger community achieve this awareness, especially as it relates to the

future of Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories?

Final Questions

»  What tools do you find in these sources for relating to the past fifty years?

For imagining the next fifty?

»  How do you see yourself in relation to this particular yovel?

»  We are used to commemorating events like anniversaries, yahrzeits,
and national holidays (and noting the passage of time through census-
taking and election and other cyclical occurrences). How do these
commemorations help us relate to the event? What changes when we
commemorate a milestone number of years—a 50th anniversary, or a

national bicentennial?

»  In June of 2017, Jewish communities will commemorate the Six Day
War and its aftermath in a variety of ways. Some will focus on the
reunification of Jerusalem. Others will mourn the fifty years of military
occupation that have followed. Some may combine these elements. What
types of planned commemorations are you aware of or anticipating? If you
were organizing an event, what would you hope to plan, and why?
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