Make the Year Holy

Yovel: A Sourcebook for Fifty Years

In The Sabbath, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel famously
frames Jewish perceptions of holiness as holiness in time
rather than in space: “Ihe quality of holiness is not in the
grain of matter. It is a preciousness bestowed upon things by
an act of consecration and persisting in relation to God.” He

describes Shabbat as a ‘;balace n time ...

and reticence.”

made of soul, of joy,

Our weekly Shabbat practices give us access to this holy time,
tapping into the holiness of the work and rest of creation.
But the rhythms of holy time are also larger. Holidays
punctuate each year, giving time a wider sacred rhythm.
And parallel to the seventh day for human beings, the
seventh year becomes a year of holy rest for the land. Yovel
constitutes an entire holy year, which follows seven sets of
seven years. Following seven sets of seven years, we are to

create a holy year:

Leviticus 25:8-12
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#You shall count off seven weeks
of years—seven times seven
years—so that the period of seven
weeks of years gives you a total
of forty-nine years. “Then you
[singular] shall sound the horn
loud [literally, pass the sound of
the shofar]; in the seventh month,
on the tenth day of the month—
the Day of Atonement—you
[plural] shall have the horn
sounded [literally pass the shofar]
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.

Make the Year Holy



Yovel: A Sourcebook for Fifty Years

2

The biblical text prescribes and describes making the year holy at it begins,
including a process of release and return; and the practice of abstaining from
agricultural labor as core to living the year in holiness, all detailed in other
sections of this volume. Here we investigate the concept of a holy year itself:
What does it means for a year to be holy? Who is this holy year for? How do we
begin it2 And what do we do to create and foster this larger holy time—how do
we make an entire year holy?

There is a sense of some confusion in these sources about how to mark the yovel
year: Does it begin at Rosh Hashanah with the new year, or does it begin at
Yom Kippur with blowing the shofar for release and return? Is it the fiftieth
year, or somehow also the forty-ninth or the first year of the next cycle? For our
own purposes, marking fifty years since 1967—the expansion of municipal
Jerusalem, the beginning of occupation in the West Bank and Gaza—we

also wonder about the best way to note this year. Are we marking a fiftieth
anniversary in 2017, or the entire fiftieth year (which would have begun a
year earlier)? Did the fiftieth year begin on Rosh Hashanah—or on June 10,
or on the 28th of Iyar (the dates on the Gregorian and Hebrew calendars when
the Six-Day War ended)?

As you study the sources in this section, consider what it would mean for us

to mark this contemporary fiftieth year as holy. For some, this is a time of
celebration; for others, of somber reflection; for yet others, it is both. How do
you relate fo the range of reactions in your own community, or even within
yourself 2 How do you see the roles of holiness and the sacred as a container for
all this experience? What do you imagine you could do, as an individual or as
part of a community, to make this year holy?
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|. Sanctifying the Beginning (and

Ending on Time)
Rosh Hashanah begins a celebration: Babylonian Talmud, Rosh

Hashanah 8b
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Does the yove/ year begin on the first of
Tishrei [on Rosh Hashanah]? Surely the
yovel year begins on the tenth of Tishrei, as
it is written (Leviticus 25), “on Yom Kippur
you shall sound the shofar”!

What authority is followed here? Rabbi
Ishmael the son of Rabbi Yochanan ben
Beroka, as it has been taught: “And you
shall hallow the fiftieth year.” What is the
point of these words? [It is this:] Since it
says, “On Yom Kippur” [you shall make
proclamation], I might think that the
year is sanctified only from Yom Kippur
onwards. Therefore it says, “And you shall
hallow the fiftieth year.” This teaches that it
is sanctified from its inception.

On this basis, Rabbi Ishmael the son of
Rabbi Yochanan ben Beroka laid down that
from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur slaves
were neither dismissed to their homes nor
subjected to their masters, but they ate and
drank and made merry, wearing garlands
on their heads. When Yom Kippur came,
the beit din sounded the shofar; slaves

were dismissed to their homes and fields
returned to their original owners.

»  Sanctifying a holy year requires knowing when it begins, that is, being
able to distinguish ordinary from sacred time. How does Rabbi Ishmael
read the Torah text to derive yovel beginning at Rosh Hashanah?

»  In order to figure out what happens between the beginning of the
sanctification of the year and its actual proclamation, Rabbi Ishmael
imagines a liminal, transitional period between Rosh Hashanah and
Yom Kippur in the yovel year. What is the nature of that time? What do
you think people would experience at the beginning of this holy year, as
they leave aside one reality but don’t yet enter another? Have you had or
observed any contemporary time periods that serve as a kind of transition

between one kind of time and another? If so, what were they, and how did
they function as an in-between time?
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»

What feels like the most appropriate beginning point for the observance of
this fiftieth year, and why?

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. End on time: Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 8b
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Another early rabbi taught: “It is yovel.”
What is the point of these words? —
Since it says, “And you shall hallow the
fiftieth year,” I might think that, just as it
is sanctified from its inception onwards, so
it remains sanctified [for a time] after its
termination. And there would be nothing
at which to be surprised in this, seeing that
we [regularly] add from the profane on to
the holy. Therefore it says, “it is a yove/ to
you, the fiftieth year,” [to show that] you
are to sanctify the fiftieth year, but not the
fifty-first year.

»  Marking holy time means being clear about not only when it begins but
when it ends—for example, using havdallah o end shabbat. What do
you think would be some appropriate ways to end the marking of this
contemporary fiftieth year? What kinds of ritual or ceremony, study,
or experiences would properly facilitate the transition from noting this
[iftieth year back into “regular” time and the continued evolution of
history? Are there different things that would be appropriate for different

groups of people?
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C. Making holiness with our words: Ramban on Exodus 20:7
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“Remember the Sabbath day to make
it holy.”

Our Rabbis have an explanation of “make
it holy”—that we make it holy with our
remembering. This is like [Leviticus 25:10]
“and you shall hallow the fiftieth year,”
which requires the zeiz din (court) to make
it holy, to say on the yowe/ “it is holy, it is
holy.” Here, too, we are commanded to
remember the Sabbath day as we make

it holy—this is what the Mechilta [one

of several similar works of scriptural
exegesis] says about “to make it holy”—to
sanctify it with a blessing—this is the
source of making a blessing over wine as

Shabbat begins.

» At the beginning of the yovel year, the beit din, #he court of law and
keepers of Jewish time, would pronounce it "holy”. Ramban draws
a parallel here to how we sanctify Shabbat with our words, making
kiddush as Shabbat begins. What are the words you might use to make our
contemporary fiftieth year holy? How would you want to announce its
beginning as sacred time? Can you imagine what a “kiddush” for marking

this 50th year would look like?

Rabbi Moses ben Nahman Girondi (Spain, 1194-1270), known as
Nahmanides or Ramban, was a prominent philosopher, mystic, and biblical
commentator. His commentary on the Torah includes mystical elements,
along with explanations of the basic meaning of the text and references to

midrash (rabbinic interpretation).
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D. Setting and realizing intentions: Hidushei HaGryz,

Parashat Behar
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It seems there is a doubling of language
here. Given that it says “proclaim release
throughout the land,” which is freedom,
freeing the slaves entirely, why does it say
again “each of you shall return to your
holding and each of you shall return to
your family”?

'The resolution comes from this: “Sanctify
the fiftieth year and proclaim release
throughout the land”—this means the
release from slavery depends only on Rosh
Hashanah. But “each of you shall return

to your holding and each of you shall
return to your family”—that is, on Yom
Kippur, when the shofar is sounded, the
departure would be complete. This is why
the text holds onto the language “each of
you shall return to your family”—the going
out on Yom Kippur is difterent from the
proclamation of release on Rosh Hashanah.
On Rosh Hashanah the release towards
freedom is incomplete; only on Yom
Kippur do they depart completely from

the house of their masters and return to
their families.

»  How does the Gryz resolve the apparent doubling in the biblical text—in
his reading, to what does each verse refer? How is this text similar to, and
different from, the first Talmud text above? What does each contribute fo

our view of the yovel’s beginning?

»  What meaning might you make of the fact that holiness (sanctification)
is associated with the proclamation at Rosh Hashana of the release of the
[fiftieth year, even though the action has not yet taken place? How can
plans and intentions be holy? Would the year be holy if the release did not

ultimately take place?

»  What intention would you like to set for yourself personally in this fiftieth
year since 19672 What would you like to see as an intention for the Jewish
peaple this year? The state of Israel and its citizens and residents?

Rabbi Yitzchok Zev HaL evi Soloveitchik (Belarus and Jerusalem, 1886-
1959), known as the Brisker Rebbe or the Gryz, was the head of the Brisker
yeshiva, first located in Belarus and reestablished in Jerusalem after the
Holocaust, and the teacher of a methodical style of Talmud study known as

the Brisker method.
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Il. For Whom is the Fiftieth Year Holy?

Rabbinic conversations about holiness often carry connotations of exclusivity—
something is holy because it is separate, or separate because it is holy. It is not
surprising, then, to find texts that investigate the boundaries defining the

holiness of yovel.

A.  Just for Israel: Exodus Rabbah, Parashat Bo,15:23
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“This month is for you [plural]” [Exodus 12:2]—as it

is written, [Proverbs 5:17] “They will be yours alone,
others having no part with you;” The Holy Blessed One
said ... fzedakah is for you, as is written, [ Deuteronomy
24:13] “tzedakah will be yours”; compassion is for you,
as is written, [ Deuteronomy 13:18] “God will give you
compassion, and in that compassion will make you
great”; shmitah and yovel years are for you, as is written,
[Leviticus 25] “and you shall hallow the fiftieth year

... That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee for you ...” [The
passage continues along these lines, referencing verses
that say “for you” regarding mitzvot, tithing, sacrifices,
blessing, the land of Israel and surrounding lands,
Torah, #zitzit, holidays, Yom Kippur, Zulav, sukkah, Rosh
Hodesh, and Pesach.]

»  Why do you think that the text emphasizes that yovel is ‘for you’? What

impact mig/az‘ this observance have on the communiz‘y?

»  With whom do you want to be in community in marking this yovel.? For
whom 1s this yovel year that we now commemorate? What does it mean
far you to commemorate 1t2

Exodus Rabbab is a collection of midrashim on the Book of Exodus,
probably compiled between the ninth and eleventh century. It seems to be
a combination of two different works: a line-by-line commentary on the
first ten chapters of Exodus, and a series of homilies on most of the rest of

the book.
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B.  Special for God: Numbers Rabbah, Parashat Bemidbar, 3:8
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Rabbi Levi said: There are things that the
Holy Blessed One created in the world

as many, but chose one among them for
Godself. The Holy Blessed One created
seven days and chose Shabbat, as it says
[Genesis 2], “God blessed the seventh day
and made it holy.” God created years and
chose one, as it says [Leviticus 25], “the
land rested, a Shabbat for God.” The Holy
Blessed One created weeks [of years] and
chose one, as it says [Leviticus 25], “you
shall sanctify the fiftieth year.” The Holy
Blessed One created lands and chose the
Land of Israel from among them, as it says
[Deuteronomy 11], “the eyes of the Lord
your God are always on it ...” [The passage
continues along these lines, referencing
verses about a layer of heaven, the people
Israel, and the tribe of Levi, each chosen

by God].

»  This an entirely different way of looking at the exclusivity of holiness.
How do you understand the idea that something could be particularly holy

for God?

»  How might human actions have any impact on something being
especially holy for God? What actions might we take that would make our
contemporary ‘yovel” holy in God's eyes, as it were? What would enhance,
and what would diminish, its holiness for God?

Numbers Rabbabh is a collection of midrashim on the Book of Numbers. The
first half of the book, which consists of commentary on Numbers 1-7, may
have been compiled in the eleventh or twelfth century. The second half may

date to the fourth century.
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lll. What Does it Mean for the Yovel
Year to be Holy?

As you read the texts below, consider which dimensions of holiness in the
[iftieth year might be available to us now, and what actions we might take to
access them.

A.  Don’t work the land: Maimonides, Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive
Commandment 136
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commanded to sanctify the fiftieth year,
that is, to annul labor that year as we do
during shmitah.. . The laws of the yove/

and shmitah years amount to annulling
agricultural work and making freely
available anything that grows. These two
things are included in the commandment
“you shall sanctify the fiftieth year.” The
Torah already explained that we recognize
its holiness by making its fruits and harvest

freely available, as it says “for it is a jubilee.
It shall be holy to you: you may only eat the
growth direct from the field.”

»  Maimonides identifies two essential actions that sanctify the fiftieth
year—one a non-action of refraining from labor, the other the action of
making any growing thing freely available. How do you see these two
actions creating an experience of holiness? What about these embodies
holiness for you? How would you describe the kind of holiness that is
created by these actions?

»  In marking this contemporary fiftieth year, what types of unusual non-
action and action could help mark it as holy? What underlying principles
need to be surfaced in this year (that might otherwise be submerged), and
which actions would embody and emphasize those principles?

Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon, known as the Rambam or Maimonides
(Spain/Egypt 1135-1204), was one of the most influential Jewish
philosophers and legal authorities, as well as a doctor and community
leader. Sefer HaMitzvot is his enumeration of, and commentary on, the
613 commandments.
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B.  Sanctify yourselves: Abravanel on Leviticus 25
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Just as at the giving of the Torah the
Blessed One commanded that they sanctify
themselves, as it says “Make yourselves
holy today and tomorrow”, so too it says

of yovel, “You shall sanctify the fiftieth
year’—the year is holy; “it shall be holy to

you’—the holiness will be yours.

» W hat does it mean to “make yourselves holy” in preparation for a sacred
experience? Abravanel seems to be reading the idea that the yovel ‘shall
be holy to you” not just descriptively but prescriptively, as in the case of
preparing for the giving of the Torah. What do you imagine might have
been an appropriate way to personally take on and prepare for the holiness

of the yovel year in ancient times?

»  What would it mean to make ourselves holy in preparation for our
contemporary ﬁﬁiez‘b year? In what do we need to immerse ourselves—

Sfiguratively or even literally—to be ready to approach it properly?

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. Holiness comes from our inner work: Netivot Shalom on

Parashat Behar
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We find that in Torah the yove/ year is called
holy, as it is written: “for it is a jubilee. It shall
be holy to you.” The language of holiness is
not used for shmitah—there it says instead
“Shabbat for God,” “Shabbat of Shabbats,”
etc. Only the fiftieth year is called holy—the
entire year is sanctified, as it is written “you
shall sanctify the fiftieth year™—as Rashi [the
great medieval commentator] writes,”As

the year begins, the beit din sanctifies it and
they say, ‘the year is sanctified.” This is how
holiness falls on the entire year.

Holiness is a high rung. As Rabbi Moshe
Hayim Luzzatto explains in Messilat Yesharim,
there is the rung of purity and the rung of
holiness—purity is the negative, to purify
oneself and to cleanse from evil, but holiness is
a high rung that raises all physical matters to
the highest rung to be holy to God. Once in

fifty years there is an entire year at this level.

We can explain this through a teaching
responding to our sages question, “What does
shmitah have to do with Mount Sinai?” [ That
is, why does the section of laws about shimitah
begin with the verse, “And God spoke this to
Moses on Mount Sinai?”] Our sages taught
[Talmud, Shabbat 146a]: “When Israel stood
at Mount Sinai, their immorality ended”™—
that is, they had been steeped in the 49 gates
of impurity, and at Sinai their impurity fell
away, and then they were fit to receive the
commandment of shmitah.

'The foundation of shmitah is clarifying a Jew’s
faith that the land belongs to God—that

it makes no difference whether or not they
work, that everything depends on God’s
blessing. But it is only after their immorality
ends that they are able to clarify their faith.

And so we might say that sanctifying the
fiftieth year comes only through the power of
seven shmitah years. After Israel is renewed in
pure faith through seven shmitah years, then it
is possible to arrive at holiness.

Make the Year Holy
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»  Ihe Netivot Shalom sees the holiness of the fiftieth year as something that
we can arrive at only after a process of clarifying, over and over again, the
core faith principle that the land belongs to God. What do you think needs
to be cleared away to believe that wholeheartedly? How would you describe
the kind of holiness that would emerge from clearing away what we need
to let go of and engaging fully with the notion that the land is God 52 In
what way would you describe that mindset as “holy”?

»  In our contemporary ‘yovel”, what core principles do you think we have
committed to through our actions over the past fifty years? (Who is the
‘we”?) What patterns have we established? What have we let go of, and
what have we embraced? For what kind of fiftieth year have we been
prepared by these patterns? Which patterns do we need to deepen, and
which do we need to let go of 2 What should take their place?

»  What practices can you imagine taking on in a cyclic way as an individual
or with a community, that might help you internalize the principle of
the land belonging to God—so that fifty years from now, you might be
prepared for the kind of holiness this text describes?

Rabbi Sholom Noach Berezovsky (Belarus and Israel, 1911-2000), known
as the Slonimer Rebbe, led the reestablishment of this Hasidic sect after
its near elimination in the Holocaust. Netivot Shalom is his commentary on

the Torah.
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This text refers to an idea, from the Lurianic Kabbalah of the sixteenth
century, that the creation of the world included the shattering of vessels that
proved too fragile to hold divine emanation. The original human being had one
week to repair this broken world. The failure to do so constituted the original
sin and the reason for the expulsion from the Garden of Eden.

D. Taste of the world to come: Pri Txadik, Kedushat Shabbat, 3
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After being created, the first human being
entered immediately into Shabbat, which
was a Shabbat within the heart before any
days of labor. The human being had not
done anything to deserve this Shabbat—it
was simply because of the holiness of the
Blessed One, eternally present.

And this is the idea of Shabbat as a

taste of the world to come—which is a
day that is all Shabbat with no eating or
drinking, just taking pleasure in the shining
Presence (Shechinah). Yom Kippur is a
model for this in our world, and therefore
called Shabbat Shabbaton, which suckles
from the upper Shabbat, binah, which is

in the heart, for our hearts understand
[yavin, from the same root as &inah] and
do teshuvah [repent]. This is the gate of
freedom, corresponding to the Great Yovel.
‘Therefore we sound the shofar of yove/

on Yom Kippur, because that is the time
of liberation.

If the first human being had not
transgressed, they would have merited to
spend that [first] Shabbat at the [even
higher] holiness of Shabbat Shabbaton. In
any case, even having transgressed, the
human being repented on Shabbat and
tasted a bit of the world to come. This is
the root hidden within Israel—that the
Holy Blessed One is the heart of Israel, as
it says [Psalm 73:26], “Rock of my heart”™—
this is how a person can feel in their heart
the holiness of the Blessed One, eternally
present, on Shabbat. ...

»  In this depiction, holy time is more a divine creation than a result of
human actions. How do you relate to these images of being invited into—
even suckling from—nholy time? Yovel is being associated with this high
level of holiness—how might you characterize the ways that yovel is
especially holy? What is so holy about doing nothing?

Make the Year Holy
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»  Which human actions are idenz‘y?ed here as belping us access holiness?
What do you imagine is important about each of these? How would

you describe them in the abstract (e.g. what kind of action is blowing
the shofar)?

»  What roles do you identify for transgression and repentance in finding
holiness in this fiftieth year? What kinds of teshuvah (which we might also
translate as ‘reflective self-transformation”) do you think we might need to
do to be able to participate in this year with a sense of it as holy time?

»  In what other ways can this year become holy, even if it is not perfect or

perfectly holy?

Rabbi Tzadok HaCohen Rabinowitz (Lublin, Poland, 1823-1900), was
born into a mitnagdish (non-Hasidic) family, and eventually became a
Hasidic leader. He composed most of his work in solitude, and only became
a community leader near the end of his life.

Final questions

» Do you see holy time more as something we access or as something we
create? Why, and how?

»  What do you draw from these ideas of the holiness of the biblical fiftieth
year that you can apply to the fiftieth year we are marking now? How
would you describe the holiness you hope for? What actions might our
community take in order to come closer to your vision?
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