the rabbinic call for human rights

This year marks the fiftieth year since 1967 and the Six-Day War, which gave Israel control of all of Jerusalem and of the West
Bank and Gaza. Through the Yovel Project, Jewish communities are exploring the Jewish concept of yove/—the biblical cycle
of fifty years meant to shape our relationship to the land and people around us—as a way to get unstuck, and perhaps to bring
about a new and better reality for both Israelis and Palestinians. This project does not aim to offer an ancient prescription for
contemporary political challenges. Rather, we ask, in dialogue with the vast textual richness of the rabbinic tradition, how
entering yovel-consciousness might shape our understanding of our contemporary moment.

The full Yovel sourcebook offers eight multi-page text studies, focusing on seven themes of Yovel plus Jerusalem. This sampler
offers the original biblical text that commands yove/ plus one or two texts from each of the eight sections. After studying the
sampler, we invite you to dive into the full text study on whichever topic(s) most intrigue you, or to use this mile-high view to

consider how the themes touch and shape each other.
Leviticus 25:8-24
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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 shall sound the horn loud; in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the
month — the Day of Atonement — you shall have the horn sounded throughout
your land

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

his holding and each of you shall return to his family. " That fiftieth year shall be a
jubileefor you: youshall 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.

3 In this year of jubilee, each of you shall return to his holding.
“When you sell property to your neighbor, or buy any from your neighbor, you shall

not wrong one another. ** In buying from your neighbor, you shall deduct only for
the number of years since the jubilee; and in selling to you, he shall charge you only
for the remaining crop years: '¢ the more such years, the higher the price you pay;
the fewer such years, the lower the price; for what he is selling you is a number of
harvests. 7 Do not wrong one another, but fear your God; for I the LORD am your
God.

'8 You shall observe My laws and faithfully keep My rules, that you may live upon
the land in security; * the land shall yield its fruit and you shall eat your fill, and

you shall live upon it in security. ** And should you ask, “What are we to eat in the
seventh year, if we may neither sow nor gather in our crops?” ?' I will ordain My
blessing for you in the sixth year, so that it shall yield a crop sufficient for three years.
2 When you sow in the eighth year, you will still be eating old grain of that crop; you
will be eating the old until the ninth year, until its crops come in.

% But the land must not be sold beyond reclaim, for the land is Mine; you are but
strangers resident with Me. 2* Throughout the land that you hold, you must provide
for the redemption of the land.

1. Counting 50 Years: Kli 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 fully 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?

Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz (Prague, 1550-1619), often referred to by the title of his most famous work, the
Kli Yakar, served as Chief Rabbi of Prague. The K7 Yakar is a homiletical commentary on the Torah.
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2. Shofar: Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 33b
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The length of the #ruah is equal to the length of three yevavot [sobs
or wails].

Abaye said: Here there is really a difference of opinion — It is written
[Numbers 29] “It shall be a day of t'ruah for you,” and we translate [in

Dyr 090 Aramaic], “it shall be a day of yevava [wailing] for you.”
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! It is written of the mother of Sisera [ Judges 5], “Through the window she

looked forth and wailed [va-zeyabev].” One authority thought that this
means drawing a long sigh [ganab], and the other that it means uttering
short piercing cries [yalil].

»  In the Book of Judges, Sisera is a general in the Canaanite army killed by Yael, a Kenite woman who serves him milk to make
him sleep and puts a tent peg through his head. Sisera’s death and defeat in battle bring about forty years of peace in the land of
Israel. This text is striking in its demand that we hear the grief even of our enemy. What are some of the ways the lesson of this
midrash might guide us in thinking about Israelis and Palestinians, Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories?

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.

3. Make the Year Holy: Abravanel on Leviticus 25
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the year is holy; “it shall be holy to you” - the holiness will be yours.

»  What 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?

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.

4. Proclaim D’ror(Liberation): Rabbi Ya'akov Yehoshua Falk,
P’nei Yehoshua
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“You shall proclaim release (dror) throughout the land for all its
inhabitants.” It does not say “for all its slaves”, but “for all its inhabitants”,
for in a state where there is no freedom, even for a minority of its
inhabitants, all its inhabitants are enslaved. We experience freedom

only when there is no slavery at all in a state. Slavery is an affliction that
damages slave and master as one. This comes from a saying of the sages:
“Anyone who buys an Israelite slave has essentially bought a master for
him/herself” [Talmud, Kiddushin 20]. Therefore it says “proclaim release
for all its inhabitants”--by freeing the slaves, all the inhabitants of a state
become free.

»  According to the P’nei Yehoshua, how does slavery affect all of the inhabitants of a place? How does release affect them all?

»  How would you apply this principle in our own time? How do we (as a society or as individuals) withhold freedom, and
from whom? How does that affect not only those living with restricted freedoms, but also those whose freedoms are not

officially restricted?

Rabbi Ya’akov Yehoshua Falk (Germany, 1680-1756) was a Talmud scholar. P’nei Yehoshua is a book of commentary on

the Talmud.

2 Truah: The Rabbinic Call for Human Rights ¢ www.truah.org
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5. Return: Meshech Hochmah on Leviticus 25:10
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“Each of you shall return to your holding and each of you shall return

to your family.” The simple meaning of the verse teaches us the value of
each person returning to their holding. With the passage of time and the
scattering of families, there comes to be distance between siblings — this
one turns north and that one south to seek their fortunes. But if each
person returns to their holding, they will return to the house of their
parents to dwell in the place they inherit from the parents, and the people
of the family, who have sold their holdings and become distant from one
another, will gather together.

»  What value do you imagine Rabbi Meir Simcha sees in bringing families back together? What does this part of the verse—
“each of you shall return to your family”—capture that is different from returning to a particular family plot of land?

The Meshech Hochmabh is a commentary on the Torah by Rabbi Meir Simcha Kalonymus of Dvinsk (Lithuania and Poland,

1843-1926), a prominent rabbinic leader in his time. It combines Jewish thought and law with commentary on the text.

6. Betach: Feeling Secure: Chazon Ish, Chapter 2
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The quality of security is an acquisition of the heart, and the truly secure
person by nature acts modestly. You would not hear such a person
touting their own security, but rather even in their own heart they would
be sighing about their lack of security and their imperfection in that
quality. Only through their actions do you know their security and
courage in the Blessed One. A shop owner would not be upset if another
person opened a store, but would try hard to help them, to give them
good advice, to do for them, and to watch over their work. It adds so
much holiness to the world to see a person acting kindly towards a person
who might compete with them, and adds praise to those who have awe
for the Blessed One — that person and their generation are happy.

»  According to the Chazon Ish, how is true security measured?

» Do you see the ideal envisioned by the Chazon Ish play out in the real world? How or how not?

»  How might the Chazon Ish’s ideal, if implemented, affect the feelings of Israelis and Palestinians toward one another?

The Chazon Ish is the major work of Rabbi Avrohom Yeshaya Karelitz (Belarus and Israel, 1878-1953), who became a leader of the
Haredi community in Israel around the time of the founding of the state. The Hazon Ish is a commentary on parts of the Shulchan

Arukh, a primary code of Jewish law.

7. The Land is God’s: Sifra Behar 3:8
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“For the land is Mine”: Do not take it badly [that I forbid you to sell the
land in perpetuity], for “you are but strangers and residents with me”.
Do not make yourselves foremost. As it is written [I Chronicles 29:15],
“For we are strangers with You and residents, as all of our fathers.” And
thus [King] David said [Psalm 39:13], “For I am a stranger with You, a
sojourner, like all of my fathers.” “With me”: It suffices for a servant to
emulate their master. When you are Mine, it [the land] will be yours.

»  What does it mean for the land to be ours if we belong to God? Do we belong to God? How or how not? What would it
look like in practice for us to imagine God saying, “You are Mine?”

Sifra is a collection of midrash on the book of Leviticus, probably compiled around the third century. It is considered a work of
legal (rather than narrative) midrash because it expands on and explains the laws of the book of Leviticus.
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8. Jerusalem

While this series focuses primarily on yovel, our project would not be complete without engaging with Jerusalem itself- During the Six~
Day War, the State of Israel captured Jerusalem’s Old City — an area of about one square mile — and the villages surrounding it. Israeli
leaders have since expanded Jerusalem’s municipal boundaries to 70 square miles. The joy of the Jewish people at regaining access to the
Western Wall and other sacred sites is paired with the struggles and complexities of governing a multicultural city considered holy by
Muslims and Christians as well as by Jews; and of having sovereignty over Palestinians in East Jerusalem, most of whom are not citizens

of Israel or any other country.

a. Stones (Shirley Kaufman, 1996)

When you live in Jerusalem you begin
to feel the weight of stones.

You begin to know the word

was made stone, not flesh.

They dwell among us. They crawl
up the hillsides and lie down

on each other to build a wall.
They don’t care about prayers,

the small slips of paper

we feed them between the cracks.

They stamp at the earth
until the air runs out
and nothing can grow.

They stare at the sun without blinking
and when they’ve had enough,

make holes in the sky

so the rain will run down their faces.

They sprawl all over the town

with their pitted bodies. They want
to be water, but nobody

strikes them anymore.

Sometimes at night I hear them
licking the wind to drive it crazy.
There’s a huge rock lying on my chest
and I can’t get up.

b.  Naming Jerusalem: Genesis Rabbah 56:10
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Photo by James Emery, creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/legalcode

Shirley Kaufman (1923-2016 ) was born to parents who had
immigrated to the United States from Poland. She grew up in
Seattle, graduated from UCLA in 1944, and moved to Israel
in 1973. Her poetry explores themes of family and conflict,
often with Biblical themes.

»  What does Kaufman see or not see about the different
facets of Jerusalem’s reality? How do you think her
identities—as a child of Polish immigrants, as an
American, as an olah (one who immigrates to Israel),

as a woman—shape her perspective?

Avraham called it [ Jerusalem] Yireh (he will see), as it says [Genesis
22:14] and Abraham called that place Adonai Yireh. Shem called it Shalem
(whole), as it says [Genesis 14:18] and Melchizedek, the king of Shalem. ..

The Holy Blessed One said, “If I call it Yireh, like the name that Avraham
called it, Shem, a righteous person, will be angered. And if T call it
Shalem, Avraham, a righteous person, will be angered. Therefore I will
call it Yerushalem, in accordance with both of their names, Yireh Shalem —
Yeru-shalem.

»  What meaning does each of these two names — Yireh and Shalem — carry? Which speaks more to you? How would you

interpret or explain the combination of the two words?

» Do you think the modern city of Jerusalem reflects these names? Why or why not?

Genesis Rabbah is a collection of midrashim—rabbinic expansions on the biblical text. It consists of stories and interpretive material
on the book of Genesis and was probably compiled in the Land of Israel in the fifth century.

4  Truah: The Rabbinic Call for Human Rights ¢ www.truah.org



