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B’HAR

2 5 The Lorp spoke to Moses on Mount
Sinai: 2Speak to the Israelite people and say to
them:

When you enter the land that I assign to you,
the land shall observe a sabbath of the Lorp.
3Six years you may sow your field and six years
you may prune your vineyard and gather in the
yield. 4Butin the seventh year the land shall have

The Pursuit of Holiness
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(continued)

PRINCIPLES OF LAND TENURE (25:1-26:2)

Chapter 25 is the only law code on the subject
of land tenure in ancient Israel that is preserved
in the Torah. It governs the permanent rights of
landowners and the legalities of the sale and
mortgaging of land. There are also laws regarding
indebtedness and indenture, a system of repaying
debts through one’s labors, and the command-
ment regarding the jubilee year.

SABBATICAL YEAR AND JUBILEE (vv. 1-23)
2. the land shall observe a sabbath Theland

is personified. It, too, tires and requires rest (see
Exod. 23:10-11).

3. six years you may prune your vineyard
Pruning was essential for ensuring the growth of
the grapes. There were two prunings each year:
one in the winter, or rainy season, when the shoots
that had not produced grapes the previous year
were snipped off, and the second in June or July,
when the new blossoms had already appeared.

4. Allowing the land to lie fallow every sev-
enth year reduced the amount of sodium in the

At the heart of this parashah is the visionary
concept of returning land to its original owner
at the end of a 50-year cycle. This prevents
the polarization of society into two classes:
wealthy, powerful landowners on the one hand
and permanently impoverished people on the
other. In an agrarian society, a farmer who sold
all the land to pay debts had no prospect of ever
being anything other than a servant. Nor
would a servant’s sons ever rise above that
level. Anticipating the human misery and so-
cial instability this would lead to, the Torah
provides a plan. In the 50th year, families
wouldreclaim the land they had held originally
and later sold. Behind this plan are two reli-
gious assumptions. Because all the earth and
all of its inhabitants belong to God, human be-
ings cannot possess either the land or the peo-
ple in perpetuity. And no human being should
be condemned to permanent servitude. Some
critics have seen this as a utopian plan that
never was put into practice, but archaeologists
have found records of deeds from the late bib-
lical period containing references to the num-
ber of years remaining till the jubilee year.
Kook taught that the purpose of the jubilee

was primarily spiritual, not economic. It came
torestore the sense of unity that once prevailed
in Israel and to restore self-respect to the per-
son who had sunk into poverty and a sense of
failure. Even as the weekly Shabbat enables
people to define themselves in noneconomic
terms, the sabbatical year and the jubilee ena-
ble an entire society to put aside economic
competition and the practice of defining a per-
son’s value in economic terms alone.

CHAPTER 25

1. Why does the Torah emphasize that
these agricultural laws were promulgated at
Mount Sinai? Perhaps because at Sinai no one
owned any land yet, and no one could object
that the law deprived people of what they had
worked to acquire. It is easier to propose a vi-
sionary system of equality when all start out
equal. Another interpretation: Just as Sinai was
the smallest of the mountains but the words
spoken there changed the world, so the people
Israel, among the smallest of the nations, pre-
sents a vision of social justice that has the
power to change the world.

4. TheHolyLand, like the holy people who
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LEVITICUS 25:5 BHAR

a sabbath of complete rest, a sabbath of the
Lorp:youshallnotsowyour field or prune your
vineyard. 5You shall not reap the aftergrowth
of your harvest or gather the grapes of your un-
trimmed vines; it shall be a year of complete rest
for theland. 6But you may eat whatever the land
during its sabbath will produce—you, your
male and female slaves, the hired and bound la-
borers who live with you, 7and your cattle and
the beasts in your land may eat all its yield.
8You 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. 9Then 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 19and you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You
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soil, especially in areas where the land was irri-
gated.

5. aftergrowth of your harvest That which
grows naturally the following season from seeds
that fell to the ground during reaping.

untrimmedvines Hebrew: nazir; or “forbid-
den vines” (cf. Num. 6:1-21).

6. hired . . . laborers Hebrew: sakhir, which
usually refers to a laborer who works for wages.

bound laborers Hebrew: roshav, which of-
ten designates a foreign “resident,” a merchant or
laborer.

7. The reference to beasts symbolizes the
freedom characteristic of the sabbatical year: Hu-
mans and beast are free to roam about and gather
their sustenance.

9. The sounding of the shofar five days be-
fore the autumn harvest festival of Sukkot (even
on Shabbar) served to proclaim the advent of the
jubilee.

10. hallow Hebrew: kiddesh (sanctify, hal-
low), customarily used to convey the sanctifica-
tion of Shabbat. The use of this verb in connection
with the jubilee creates a parallelism between the

will inhabit it, needs a Shabbat to replenish it-
self and bear witness to God’s ownership of it.
Chapter 26 threatens that if the people Israel
donotlive by God’s ways, the Land will be dev-
astated by enemies and “make up for its sab-
bath years” (Lev. 26:34). The prophet Jeremiah
predicted 70 years of exile in Babylonia to make
up for the 70 sabbatical years the people ne-
glected during their approximately 500 years of
living in Israel (see 2 Chron. 36:21).

6. you may eat whatever the land during
its sabbath may produce Sometimes the
wealthy don’t believe that poor people are ac-
tually suffering, suspecting that they are just
too lazy to provide for themselves. Let the
wealthy undergo the experience of not know-
ing whether there will be enough to eat, and
their attitudes will change.

HALAKHAH L’MA-ASEH

25:5. You shall not reap Restrictions on working the land and purchasing agricultural produce during sab-
batical years refer solely to the Land of Israel. Some still observe these restrictions in Israel today. The Va-ad
Halakhah (Law Committee) of the Masorti/Conservative Movement in Israel has ruled that in modern times
the laws of the seventh-year produce (sh’mittah) are neither biblically nor rabbinically required but are con-
sidered a middat hassidut (an act of piety). The Va-ad recommends that kibbutzim observe some of the sh’mittah
laws by letting one field lie fallow as the sh’mittah field, and that they give a percentage of their income to
the poor, because that was the original purpose of the law.



LEVITICUS 25:11 BHAR

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. 11'That fiftieth
year shall be a jubilee for you: you shall not sow,
neither shall you reap the aftergrowth or harvest
the untrimmed vines, 12for it is a jubilee. It shall
be holy to you: you may only eat the growth di-
rect from the field.

13In this year of jubilee, each of you shall re-
turn to his holding. 14When you sell property
to your neighbor, or buy any from your neigh-
bor, you shall not wrong one another. 15In buy-
ing from your neighbor, you shall deduct only
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two occasions. The jubilee year is to be hallowed
just as Shabbat is hallowed.

release Hebrew: d’ror, usually translated
“freedom, liberty.” It is related to the ancient Ak-
kadian word anduraru, which refers to an edict
issued by Mesopotamian kings when they as-
cended the throne. As a gesture of royal benevo-
lence and power, they would proclaim a mora-
torium on debts and indenture, thereby releasing
those bound by servitude.

jubilee Hebrew: yovel, which means both
“ram” and “ram’s horn.” The 50th year is called
“jubilee” because its arrival is announced by
sounding the ram’s horn.

each of you shall return to his holding This
refers primarily to families who had been unable
to repay their loans and were evicted from their
homes and farms due to foreclosure. This situa-
tion is projected in verses 13—17 and 25-28.

Jamily Hebrew: mishpahah (clan). It is the
basic socioeconomic unit in ancient Israel, more
inclusive than the immediate family.

12. The owners of fields and groves are for-
bidden to harvest their yields in the usual way,
but must leave it for all to eat. They may, of
course, join others in gathering food but not in
the status of owners.

13. This general introductory statement is
followed by a delineation of the specific condi-
tions under which a person was likely to lose pos-
session of his or her land in the first place.

14. Thislaw applies only to transfers of prop-
erty among Israelites.

you shall not wrong one another The fol-
lowing verses explain how to avoid fraud in land
transfers.

15. The value of leases on the land was to be
computed in terms of crop years, because all land

10. proclaim release This clause is in-
scribed on the Liberty Bell. Some commenta-
tors derive the word d’ror, “release,” from the
Hebrew root dar, “to dwell,” and understand
it to mean the freedom to live wherever one
wants.

for all its inhabitants The jubilee year
brings freedom not only to the slaves but also
to the slave owners, freeing them from the de-
humanizing situation of having such power
over other human beings (P’nei Y’hoshu-a). We
find a similar insight in Eccles. 4:1: “I further
observed . . . the tears of the oppressed, with
none to comfort them; and the power of their
oppressors—with none to comfort them.”
Hirsch understands the word the word for “ju-

bilee” (yovel) to mean ““a summoning home”
of the rightful owners of the land.

14. you shall not wrong one another This
rule, specifically applied to real estate sales, is
expanded by the Talmud to include all com-
mercial transactions. Egregious overcharging
is grounds for canceling an agreement (BT BM
47b). The Midrash extends the concept still
further to include wronging a person with
harmful words (Lev. R. 33:1). This includes re-
minding a repentant sinner of his or her former
misdeeds and asking a merchant the price of
something when you have no intention of buy-
ing. Pious persons do not deceive even them-
selves.
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for the number of years since the jubilee; and
in selling to you, he shall charge you only for
the remaining crop years: 16the 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. 17’Do not wrong
one another, but fear your God; for I the Lorp
am your God.

18You shall observe My laws and faithfully
keep My rules, that you may live upon the land
in security; 19the land shall yield its fruitand you
shall eat your fill, and you shall live upon it in
security. 20And should you ask, “What are we
to eat in the seventh year, if we may neither sow
nor gatherin our crops?” 21l will ordain Mybles-
sing for you in the sixth year, so that it shall yield
acrop sufficient for three years. 22When 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.

23But the land must not be sold beyond re-
claim, for the land is Mine; you are but strangers
resident with Me. 24Throughout the land that
you hold, you must provide for the redemption
of the land.
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that was “sold” would revert to its original owners
at the next jubilee.

17. 'The Israelites are urged to act out of fear
of God, especially in matters whose norms are not
easily enforced.

SECURITY AND ABUNDANCE  (vv. 18-22)

This section interrupts the continuity of legis-
lation governing the sabbatical and jubilee years.
It is an exhortation to obey God’s laws and com-
mandments, with the promise of security and
abundance as a reward for such obedience.

18. live upon the land in security That is,
the people will not fear invasions.

19. Along with security will come fertility
and abundance.

20. This verse projects the anxiety of the
people.

21-22. Theresponse to the people. Until the
crop of the eighth year is harvested, you will have
sufficient food from the “old” crop, namely, that
of the sixth year.

23. 'The text returns to its original subject:
the inalienable status of the land.

ADDITIONAL LAND TENURE AND
INDENTURE LAWS  (vv. 24-55)

24. Thisgeneral statementis followed by a se-
ries of situations in which the rule applies. The ef-
fect of this law is to obligate the purchaser to accept
the redemption payment of the original owner.

23. you are but strangers resident with
Me Even the Israelites are but God’s tenants,
resident aliens in the Land. Only if they live

up to the terms of the Covenant will they en-
dure there.
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LEVITICUS 25:25 BHAR

25If your kinsman is in straits and has to sell
part of his holding, his nearest redeemer shall
come and redeem what his kinsman has sold.
26If a man has no one to redeem for him, but
prospers and acquires enough to redeem with,
27he shall compute the years since its sale, re-
fund the difference to the man to whom he
sold it, and return to his holding. 28If he lacks
sufficient means to recover it, what he sold shall
remain with the purchaser until the jubilee; in
the jubilee year it shall be released, and he shall
return to his holding.

29If a man sells a dwelling house in a walled
city, it may be redeemed until a year has elapsed
since its sale; the redemption period shall be a
year. 30If it is not redeemed before a full year
has elapsed, the house in the walled city shall
pass to the purchaser beyond reclaim through-
out the ages; it shall not be released in the ju-
bilee. 31But houses in villages that have no en-
circling walls shall be classed as open country:
they may be redeemed, and they shall be re-
leased through the jubilee. 32As for the cities
of the Levites, the houses in the cities they
hold—the Levites shall forever have the right
of redemption. 33 Such property as may be re-
deemed from the Levites—houses sold in a city
they hold—shall be released through the jubi-
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25. The object of redemption is to restore the
property to one’s relative, who would retain pos-
session of the land within the clan. The redeemer
himself or herself would not possess the land.

27.  One who wished to redeem land he or
she had sold was required to pay the purchaser
the value of the rest of the lease.

29. Intheancient Near East, towns and cities
had a special status in regard to tax exemptions
and legal prerogatives. Arable land and pasture-
land were the economic mainstays of an agrarian
society and accounted for most of the employ-
ment, in addition to their value as the source of

food. The artisans and those we would today call
members of the service professions, which often
included members of priestly families, lived in the
towns.

31. villages Hebrew: hatzerim, which refers
to agricultural villages with houses and fields, not
tents and pastureland.

32. The urban dwellings of the Levites
within their cities are to be released on the jubilee.
They are redeemable, unlike other urban dwell-
ings, which are subject to a different law, accord-
ing to verse 31.

33. This verse concerns urban dwellings that

HALAKHAH L’'MA-ASEH

25:25. If your kinsman is in straits Jewish law requires extending help to people in financial straits so that
their economic condition does not worsen. According to Maimonides, helping people help themselves become
financially independent is the highest form of tz’dakah (charity, or literally, righteousness) (MT Gifts to the

Poor 10:7-14).

742
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lee; for the houses in the cities of the Levites are
their holding among the Israelites. 34But the un-
enclosed land about their cities cannot be sold,
for that is their holding for all time.

35Ifyour kinsman, being in straits, comes un-
der your authority, and you hold him as though
a resident alien, let him live by your side: 36do
not exact from him advance or accrued interest,
but fear your God. Let him live by your side as
your kinsman. 37Do not lend him your money
atadvance interest, or give him your food at ac-
crued interest. 38I the Lorp am your God, who
brought you out of the land of Egypt, to give
you the land of Canaan, to be your God.

had been sold or mortgaged by Levites who found

themselves in difficult financial straits.

34. the unenclosed land about their cities
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who has no assets must work off the debts as an

indentured servant.

35. you hold him as though a resident alien

cannot be sold Perhaps the reason for this re-
striction was related to the sustenance that the Le-
vites derived from such plots of land, the only
ones they possessed.

their holding for all time The rights to the
land conferred by God to the Israelites are per-
manent. The plots of the Levites remain always
in the possession of the Levites.

INDEBTEDNESS AND INDENTURE  (vv. 35-46)

A person with debts who possesses property that
can be sold or mortgaged is still free, but a person

Those who mortgaged their land or sold it to an-
other became, in a real sense, tenants on their own
land.

let him live by your side The person in-
volved may not be evicted from the land but must
be allowed to continue to reside at your side as
a member of the community.

38. The God who gave the Israelites a land
of their own and freed them from the servitude
of Egypt now commands them, in turn, to pre-
vent conditions of servitude among their own

people.

35. If your kinsman, being in straits
Literally, “if your kinsman stumbles.” This
prompted the Sages to comment that itis easier
to support a person and hold him or her up
when the person first begins to stumble than
it is to pick the person up after he or she has
fallen (Sifra). It is easier to prevent poverty than
to cure it.

36. Let him live by your side as your kins-
man This verse is the source of the famous
ruling by Akiva: If two men in a desert have
enough water to keep only one of them alive,

the possessor of the water may drink it all
rather than share it and condemn both to die
of thirst. Our neighbors are entitled to live
alongside us, not instead of us (BT BM 62a).

38. Why the reference to God’s bringing Is-
rael out of Egypt? To remind us that we owe
all we have to God and dare not keep it all for
ourselves? Or perhaps to imply that God, hav-
ing given us the land of the Canaanites, holds
Israel to a higher moral standard than that prac-
ticed by the Canaanites (Hoffman).

HALAKHAH L’'MA-ASEH

25:35. you hold him The Joint Social Action Commission of the Rabbinical Assembly and of the United
Synagogue of Conservative Judaism has published a Rabbinic Letter to articulate the theological convictions
underlying the Torah’s concern for the poor and to apply them to modern measures for alleviating the plight

of the poor (Dorff, “You Shall Strengthen Them”).

25:36. interest See Comments to Exod. 22:24; Deut. 23:20.
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LEVITICUS 25:39 BHAR

39If your kinsman under you continues in
straits and must give himself over to you, do
not subject him to the treatment of a slave.
40He shall remain with you as a hired or bound
laborer; he shall serve with you only until the
jubilee year. 4'Then he and his children with
him shall be free of your authority; he shall go
back to his family and return to his ancestral
holding.—#42For they are My servants, whom I
freed from the land of Egypt; they may not give
themselves over into servitude.—43You shall
not rule over him ruthlessly; you shall fear your
God. 44Such male and female slaves as you may
have—it is from the nations round about you
that you may acquire male and female slaves.
45You may also buy them from among the chil-
dren of aliens resident among you, or from their
families that are among you, whom they begot
inyour land. These shall become your property:
46you may keep them as a possession for your
children after you, for them to inherit as prop-
erty for all time. Such you may treat as slaves.
But as for your Israelite kinsmen, no one shall
rule ruthlessly over the other.

47Ifaresidentalien among you has prospered,
and your kinsman being in straits, comes under

his authority and gives himself over to the res-
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39. AnIsraelite indentured to another Israel-
ite must not be treated as a slave.

40. as a hired or bound laborer The inden-
tured Israelite has the legal status of an employee.

only until the jubilee year The laws of Exod.
21:1-6 and Deut. 15:12—18, which deal with
slavery, set 6 years as the limit of service. Inden-
ture, however, may last as long as 50 years.

41. Indentured servants often lived on the es-
tates of their masters. With the jubilee, land was
restored to its original owners and indentured ser-
vants were released. Thus indentured Israelites

had a home, once again, to which they could re-
turn.

42. For they are My servants By redeeming
the Israelites from Egyptian bondage, God ac-
quired them as “slaves.” God’s claim has priority.

45. your property In ancient law, slaves of-
ten were regarded as having a legal status parallel
to that of land. Just as the land was a “holding”
to be handed down within families, so were slaves.

46. The rights granted to Israelites over their
non-Israelite slaves, like those they had over the
Land, were permanent.

43. ruthlessly Hebrew: b’farekh. The word
recurs in verses 46 and 53. Except in Ezek. 34:4,
it appears nowhere else in the Bible outside of
the account of Israel’s enslavement in Egypt.
It apparently means a particularly rigorous

kind of work. Maimonides suggests that it re-
fers to work done not to benefit the master but
to exhaust and humiliate the slave, work done
only to emphasize the master’s power over the
slave (MT Slaves 1:6).
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ident alien among you, or to an offshoot of an
alien’s family, 48he shall have the right of re-
demption even after he has given himself over.
One of his kinsmen shall redeem him, 4%or his
uncle or his uncle’s son shall redeem him, or
anyone of his family who is of his own flesh shall
redeem him; or, if he prospers, he may redeem
himself. 50He shall compute with his purchaser
the total from the year he gave himself over to
him until the jubilee year; the price of his sale
shall be applied to the number of years, as
though it were for a term as a hired laborer un-
der the other’s authority. 5!If many years re-
main, he shall pay back for his redemption in
proportion to his purchase price; 52and if few
years remain until the jubilee year, he shall so
compute: he shall make payment for his re-
demption according to the years involved. 53He
shall be under his authority as a laborer hired
by the year; he shall not rule ruthlessly over him
in your sight. 54If he has not been redeemed in
any of those ways, he and his children with him
shall go free in the jubilee year. 55For it is to Me
that the Israelites are servants: they are My ser-
vants, whom I freed from the land of Egypt,
I the Lorp your God.

INDENTURE TO A NON-ISRAELITE
(vv. 47-54)
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large unit, and not all relatives within it are of the
same blood.

48. right of redemption The clan of the
Israelite indentured to a non-Israelite bears the re-
sponsibility for redeeming its kinsman.

One of his kinsmen shall redeem him This
is the order of obligation to redeem kinsmen
within the clan: brothers, then uncles and cousins,
then other blood relatives. These could even in-
clude grandchildren, also considered blood rela-
tives in the laws of Lev. 18:10.

49. of bis own flesh A clan is usually a fairly

50. compute The computation is in terms of
wages over a period of years.

53. To allow a fellow Israelite to remain in-
dentured to a gentile would be a cruel humilia-
tion. One was not permitted to remain indifferent
in such a situation, which could lead to the for-
feiture of land that had been mortgaged to debts
and its seizure by non-Israelites.

54. The last recourse is the jubilee, when all
other efforts have failed.

48. The obligation of a kinsman to redeem
a relative from bondage to a non-Israelite
would become the source in postbiblical times
of the obligation to ransom Jews taken captive
(pidyon sh’vuyyim). Communities would go to
great lengths to save their fellow Jews in that
situation, even selling Torah scrolls to redeem

hostages. In the last three decades of the 20th
century, successful efforts were undertaken by
the Jewish community to bring Jews out of
Ethiopia, Syria, and the former Soviet Union.
The guiding principle is “all Jews are respon-
sible one for another” (kol Yisra-el arevim zeh
ba-zeh).
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2 6 You shall not make idols for yourselves,
or set up for yourselves carved images or pillars,
or place figured stones in your land to worship
upon, for I the Lorp am your God. 2You shall
keep My sabbaths and venerate My sanctuary,
Mine, the LorD’s.
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POSTSCRIPT (26:1-2)

2. Instead of worshiping improperly, Israel-
ites should attend God’s legitimate sanctuary.

CHAPTER 26

1-2. Why this denunciation of idolatry at
this point? And why are Shabbat and the sanc-
tuary mentioned as contrasts to idol worship?
It is suggested that these verses raise the ques-
tion: Is the visible world all there is? Or is

* For the haftarah for this portion, see p. 758.

that which is real but invisible ultimately the
greatest reality? Hoffman considers these two
verses, which seem to be an arbitrary post-
script, as a deliberate echoing of the Decalogue,
serving to introduce the theme of loyalty to the
Covenant, which will be the subject of the
book’s concluding chapters.

746



747

B’HUKKOTAI

3Ifyou follow My laws and faithfully observe
My commandments, 4] will grant your rains in
their season, so that the earth shall yield its pro-
duce and the trees of the field their fruit. >Your
threshing shall overtake the vintage, and your
vintage shall overtake the sowing; you shall eat
your fill of bread and dwell securely in your

land.

The Pursuit of Holiness
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(continued)

EPILOGUE TO THE HOLINESS CODE (26:3—46)

Two major principles of biblical religion find ex-

THE BLESSING  (vv. 3-13)

pression in this epilogue: the concept of free will
and the doctrine of reward and punishment. Obe-
dience to God’s will brings great reward; disobe-
dience brings dire punishment. The choice is left
to the people Israel and its leaders.

5. Your threshing shall overtake the vintage
There will be so much grain to thresh that the
threshing will continue into late summer when
the vines are picked.

This parashah centers on a brief but eloquent
promise of blessings for those who follow
God’s ways and a lengthy and chilling series of
curses for those who reject God’s ways. The
curses are known as the Tokhehah (Reproach).
Several commentators, notably Ibn Ezra, insist
that although more verses are dedicated to the
Tokhehah, the blessings promised in the open-
ing section outweigh it in quality. The curses
are spelled out at length in the hope that they
will put fear into the hearts of those who can-
not be persuaded to do what is right by any
other means. In many synagogues, it is cus-
tomary to read the Tokhehah in an undertone,
perhaps because its vision of disaster is so
frightening—or perhaps in keeping with Levit-
icus’s commitment to the reality of words; to
say something aloud is halfway to making it
happen.

3. If you follow My laws Some commen-
tators have understood this as “the Laws that
I Myself follow” (Lev. R. 35:3). The verb trans-
lated “follow” literally means “walk, go,”
prompting the comment that humans “walk”
in God’s ways but angels “stand” in the pres-
ence of God. Human beings, unlike angels,
have the ability to grow and change after doing
something wrong. Jewish law is known as ha-
lakhah and is sometimes understood as “the
way to go.” For Hoffman, these blessings em-
phasize the idea that God is not only a God of

liberation and hope but also a God of peace and
prosperity. Once settled in the Land, Israel will
have no need to turn to pagan fertility gods to
ensure an abundant harvest.

4. rains in their season The plain meaning
here refers to the rainy season in Israel. Rashi,
however, following the Midrash (Lev. R.
35:10), takes it to mean that God will make it
rain only at times convenient for the people,
e.g., on Friday nights when most people are at
home and no one is traveling.

What is the modern reader to make of these
threats and promises, aware of the fact that
righteous people are not always rewarded and
that wicked people are not invariably pun-
ished? We can see them as a vision of what the
world will be like when it truly becomes God'’s
kingdom. Or we can see them as a collective
assurance: When most members of a commu-
nity follow God’s ways, the community as a
whole will prosper even if some innocent in-
dividuals suffer illness or injustice. Alterna-
tively, we can understand these verses as ad-
dressed to a still immature Israelite nation, not
mature enough to do good for its own sake, ca-
pable of responding only to promises of reward
and threats of punishment. Although these
passages may be the word of God, they need not
be God'’s last word on the subject.

5. When will the people be able to live se-
curely? When there is enough food for every-

a
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6] will grant peace in the land, and you shall
lie down untroubled by anyone; I will give the
land respite from vicious beasts, and no sword
shall cross your land. 7You shall give chase to
your enemies, and they shall fall before you by
the sword. 8Five of you shall give chase to a hun-
dred, and a hundred of you shall give chase to
ten thousand; your enemies shall fall before you
by the sword.

9T will look with favor upon you, and make
you fertile and multiply you; and I will maintain
My covenant with you. 10You shall eat old grain
long stored, and you shall have to clear out the
old to make room for the new.

T will establish My abode in your midst, and
I will not spurn you. 12I will be ever present in
your midst: I will be your God, and you shall
be My people. 131 the Lorp am your God who
brought you out from the land of the Egyptians
to be their slaves no more, who broke the bars
of your yoke and made you walk erect.

14But if you do not obey Me and do not ob-
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9. When God turns toward His people, they
are blessed with victory and prosperity; but when
God turns away from them or turns against them,
the result is disaster.

11. abode Hebrew: mishkan,which often re-
fers to the tabernacle, here has the more general
sense of “residence.”

12. I will be your God, and you shall be My
people This statement, which here presents the

terms of adoption, defines the covenantal rela-
tionship between God and Israel.

13. who broke the bars of your yoke The
bars of the yoke were tied to the neck of a work
animal by means of thongs. Persons who are sub-
jugated, upon whom a yoke is placed, are bent
over. After the bars of the yoke are broken, they
can stand straight.

one, so that no one is driven to crime or vio-
lence for lack of food. Ultimately, then, the
question of whether our society will be blessed
with peace or cursed with violence depends on
how we share our resources.

6. vicious beasts According to one homi-
letic interpretation, the reference is to humans
acting viciously. Thus “peace in the land”
would mean internal peace, between neigh-
bors, and between factions.

9. Maimonides, recognizing that people
who follow God’s ways are not always re-
warded with peace and prosperity, compares

this passage to a teacher who bribes children
to do their lessons with gifts of nuts and candy.
He adds, “This is deplorable but unavoidable
because of people’s limited insight. A good per-
son should not ask ‘If T perform these com-
mandments, what reward will I get?’” (Mish-
nah Commentary, Intro. to Sanh. 10).

11. My abode in your midst Israel’s great-
est blessing will be the sense that they are liv-
ing in the presence of God.

14-45. The Sages called this section the
Tokhehah (Reproach). Based on the phrase
“sevenfold for your sins” (v. 18), the Sifra sees
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serve all these commandments, 15if you reject
My laws and spurn My rules, so that you do not
observe all My commandments and you break
My covenant, 16l in turn will do this to you:
I will wreak misery upon you—consumption
and fever, which cause the eyes to pine and the
body to languish; you shall sow your seed to no
purpose, for your enemies shall eat it. 17] will
set My face against you: you shall be routed by
your enemies, and your foes shall dominate you.
You shall flee though none pursues.

18And if, for all that, you do not obey Me, I
will go on to discipline you sevenfold for your
sins, 19and I will break your proud glory. I will
make your skies like iron and your earth like
copper, 20so that your strength shall be spent
to no purpose. Your land shall not yield its pro-
duce, nor shall the trees of the land yield their
fruit.

21And if you remain hostile toward Me and
refuse to obey Me, I will go on smiting you sev-

THE EXECRATION  (vv. 14-45)
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see. They will have been worn out by anxiety and
despair.

The execration, the curse brought on by disobe-
dience, often employs the terms and idioms of the
blessing to state the reverse, a literary technique
that heightens the opposition of obedience and
disobedience.

15. Itis the people Israel who create the un-
favorable situation, not God, who promised not
to reject His people as long as they remain obe-
dient.

16. which cause the eyes to pine Literally,
“exhaust the eyes,” so that the eyes can no longer

your enemies shall eat it In a situation of
blessing, one enjoys the fruits of one’s labors. It
is tragic for a people to see its harvests ravaged
by conquering hordes.

17. I will set My face against you This is the
reverse of verse 9 of the blessing.

18. discipline you sevenfold The notion of
sevenfold is proverbial in biblical literature.

19. Iwill break your proud glory The land,
which was the pride of the people, will be de-
stroyed.

the process of falling away from God’s ordained
path occurring in seven steps, hinted at by
proof texts in the Torah’s warnings: (a) People
will stop studying Torah. (b) Without the foun-
dation of study, they will come to see the com-
mandments as matters of personal choice
rather than moral obligation. (¢) They will re-
sent people who do study and practice and who
make them feel guilty for not doing so. (d) They
will try to stop others from fulfilling the com-
mandments, so they will feel less guilty them-
selves. (¢) They will deny that the command-

ments come from God. (f) They will deny the
existence of a covenant between God and Is-
rael. (g) They will deny the existence of God.

21-41. hostile Hebrew: keri, a word found
nowhere else in the Bible, characterizing the
Israelites’ attitude of disobedience. It has
prompted several interpretations. Hoffman
takes it to mean “at cross purposes,” doing the
opposite of what God commands, in the way
that adolescents will often do the opposite of
what they are told, to proclaim their auton-
omy. Rashi and Ibn Ezra relate it to the word
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enfold for your sins. 221 will loose wild beasts
against you, and they shall bereave you of your
children and wipe out your cattle. They shall
decimate you, and your roads shall be deserted.

23And if these things fail to discipline you for
Me, and you remain hostile to Me, 241 too will
remain hostile to you: I in turn will smite you
sevenfold for your sins. 251 will bring a sword
against you to wreak vengeance for the cove-
nant; and if you withdraw into your cities, I will
send pestilence among you, and you shall be de-
livered into enemy hands. 26When I break your
staff of bread, ten women shall bake your bread
in a single oven; they shall dole out your bread
by weight, and though you eat, you shall not
be satisfied.

27But if, despite this, you disobey Me and re-
main hostile to Me, 28I will act against you in
wrathful hostility; I, for My part, will discipline
you sevenfold for your sins. 29You shall eat the
flesh of your sons and the flesh of your daugh-
ters. 30T will destroy your cult places and cut
down your incense stands, and I will heap your
carcasses upon your lifeless fetishes.

I 'will spurn you. 31T will lay your cities in ruin
and make your sanctuaries desolate, and I will
not savor your pleasing odors. 32] will make the
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I will make your skies like iron The rains
will cease and the artesian springs of the earth will
become dry.

22, Iwill loose wild beasts against you This
is the reverse of verse 6 of the blessing.

25. It will not help you to seek refuge in cit-
ies, because pestilence will spread quickly through
the crowded towns under siege.

30. The Israelite warriors and citizenry will
be slain at the very altars where they worshiped
foreign gods.

31. Twill not savor your pleasing odors God
will refuse to accept the sacrificial offerings of
those who have angered Him by violating His
commandments.

32. I will make the land desolate The He-

for “chance” (mikreh), following God’s ways
only when convenient, only if things happen
to work out favorably, rather than out of a
sense of obligation or love. Salanter relates it
to kor(cold), so thatit would mean “calculated,
without passion.” These curses will occur not
only if the people Israel violate God’s laws but

even if they obey them in a spirit that drains
them of religious value. If the people Israel fol-
low the commands without love, in a calcu-
lating manner, God says, “I will act toward you
coldly (b’keri, v. 24), without the love that
makes forgiveness for misbehavior possible.”

32-33. As the Promised Land was the re-
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land desolate, so that your enemies who settle
initshall be appalled by it. 33And you I will scat-
ter among the nations, and I will unsheath the
sword against you. Your land shall become a
desolation and your cities a ruin.

34Then shall the land make up for its 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.
35Throughout the time that it is desolate, it shall
observe the rest that it did not observe in your
sabbath years while you were dwelling upon it.
36As for those of you who survive, I will cast a
faintness into their hearts in the land of their
enemies. The sound of a driven leaf shall put
them to flight. Fleeing as though from the
sword, they shall fall though none pursues.
37With no one pursuing, they shall stumble over
one another as before the sword. You shall not
be able to stand your ground before your en-
emies, 38but shall perish among the nations; and
the land of your enemies shall consume you.

39Those of you who survive shall be heartsick
over their iniquity in the land of your enemies;
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brew is emphatic: “I, Myself, will make the land away” (niddaf’) by the wind. The slightest sound

desolate.”

will alarm the people, so great is their fear.
38. The exiled community, swallowed up by

your enemies. . . shall be appalled They will
interpret the desolation as punishment forahorrid
offense the Israelites committed against their God.

36. The sound of a driven leaf A leaf “blown

the land of exile, will become extinct.
39. heartsick The people will experience deep

remorse.

ward for upholding the Covenant, the loss of
the Land will be the ultimate punishment for
neglecting the Covenant. As living in the pres-
ence of God as a distinctive people was the re-
ward for following in God’s ways, so exile and
living far from God’s sanctuary, becoming a
number of unconnected individuals instead of
a special people, will be the worst punishment
imaginable.

Some medieval commentators, fastening on
the principle that “even God’s curses contain
within them the possibility of being turned
into a blessing,” would interpret Israel’s being
scattered among the nations as a good thing.
When enemies attacked and destroyed one
Jewish community, others would still flourish.

Some universally minded 19th-century think-
ers saw the Diaspora as part of God’s plan to
have the people Israel bring its message to all
humanity by being scattered to so many dif-
ferent countries.

Rashi took this verse as an implicit promise
that, once the Land has been laid waste, it
would not return to life for any of its gentile
occupiers. It would wait for the Jewish people
to return and reclaim it. Only then would it
yield its blessings.

36. faintness into their hearts Not only
will the Israelites be defeated in battle; they
will not care enough about their people’s fate
even to put up a fight on its behalf. They will
have given up even before the battle is joined.
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more, they shall be heartsick over the iniquities
of their fathers; 4%and they shall confess their
iniquity and the iniquity of their fathers, in that
they trespassed against Me, yea, were hostile to
Me.41'When], in turn, have been hostile to them
and have removed them into the land of their
enemies, then at last shall their obdurate heart
humble itself, and they shall atone for their in-
iquity. 42Then will I remember My covenant
with Jacob; I will remember also My covenant
with Isaac, and also My covenant with Abra-
ham; and I will remember the land.

43For the land shall be forsaken of them, mak-
ing up for its sabbath years by being desolate
of them, while they atone for their iniquity; for
the abundant reason that they rejected My rules
and spurned My laws. 44Yet, even then, when
they are in the land of their enemies, I will not
reject them or spurn them so as to destroy them,
annulling My covenant with them: for I the
Lorp am their God. 45] will remember in their
favor the covenant with the ancients, whom I
freed from the land of Egypt in the sight of the
nations to be their God: I, the Lorp.

46These are the laws, rules, and instructions
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the iniquities of their fathers The realiza-
tion that they are suffering for the sins of past gen-
erations is even more distressing to the exiles.

41. their obdurate heart Literally, “their un-
circumcised heart.” In exile, the people will submit
to God’s will, and their contrition will prompt
God to remember the covenant with Israel.

42. I will remember the land This state-
ment is unique in Scripture. The personification
of the land is a frequent theme, but nowhere else
is it said that God remembers the land.

43. the land shall be forsaken of them Both
the land and the people must atone: the land,
through its desolation and the loss of its inhabi-
tants; the people, through exile.

Jor the abundant reason that The Hebrew
is emphatic: “For the very reason that.”

45. the ancients Hebrew: rishonim; literally,
“the former ones,” referring here to the Israelites
who left Egypt.

in the sight of the nations To allow Israel to
be destroyed, even though the punishment is de-
served, would diminish God’s renown. Hence, if
Israel shows remorse and mends its ways, God will
not cause the entire people to perish.

POSTSCRIPT (v. 46)

All that is commanded in chapters 17-26, the
Holiness Code, comes from the Lord and was
transmitted through Moses on Mount Sinai.

40. Although God proclaims the divine
readiness to accept penitents and meet them
more than halfway, the first turning must

come from the errant people. God does not im-
pose repentance (t’shuvah) on an unwilling
people.
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that the Lorp established, through Moses on
Mount Sinai, between Himself and the Israelite
people.

27 The Lorp spoke to Moses, saying:
2Speak to the Israelite people and say to them:
When anyone explicitly vows to the Lorp the
equivalent for a human being, 3the following
scale shall apply: If it is a male from twenty to
sixty years of age, the equivalent is fifty shekels
of silver by the sanctuary weight; 4if itis a female,
theequivalentis thirty shekels. 5SIftheageis from
five years to twenty years, the equivalent is
twenty shekels for a male and ten shekels for a
female. 6If the age is from one month to five
years, the equivalent for a male is five shekels
of silver, and the equivalent for a female is three
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FUNDING THE SANCTUARY (27:1-34)

Maintaining the sanctuary was costly. It was nec-
essary to provide the materials used in public sac-
rifice and to support the clergy. The goal of the
system of funding prescribed in this chapter was
to secure silver for the sanctuary and its related
needs. What was donated could be redeemed; it
was the redemption payment, the silver, that was
sought for the sanctuary in most cases.

VOTARY PLEDGES OF SILVER  (vv. 1-8)

The custom of promising one’s value in silver to
the sanctuary goes back to the actual dedication
of oneself, or one’s child, to Temple service.
Pledging the equivalent of one’s life, according to

a scale established by the priesthood, served two
ends: the spirit of the ancient tradition was sat-
isfied and, in practical terms, the sanctuary re-
ceived necessary funds.

3. On the shekel, see Comment to Gen.
23:9; its silver content is specified in verse 25.
The age factor reflects productive ability. At the
age of one month, a child was considered viable
and likely to survive the perils of infant mor-
tality.

4. Gender differentiation may be linked to
productivity, it being presumed that a male could
earn more than a female. Note that women could
participate freely in the votive system.

CHAPTER 27

Why is this chapter on pledging to the sanctu-
ary appended to the end of Leviticus? Hoffman
sees it as continuing the theme of raising or-
dinary objects to the status of holiness, a major
theme of the entire book. One commentator
sees this connection: Even after all the calam-
ities predicted in Lev. 26 have befallen the Jew-
ish people, they will still be dedicated to God
and to God’s sanctuary. Jews will strive for a
life of holiness, not because it brings them re-

wards and comfort but because it brings them
into the presence of God.

3. How do we measure the value of a per-
son? The world at large values rich people
more than poor people, economically produc-
tive people more than less productive, fertile
women more than childless women, clever and
attractive people more than others. In God’s
temple, however, people are evaluated “by the
sanctuary weight” (b’shekel ha-kodesh). God
views our worth differently than the world
does.

W
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shekels of silver. 7If the age is sixty years or over,
the equivalent is fifteen shekels in the case of a
male and ten shekels for a female. 8But if one
cannot afford the equivalent, he shall be pre-
sented before the priest, and the priest shall as-
sess him; the priest shall assess him according
to what the vower can afford.

9If [the vow concerns] any animal that may
be brought as an offering to the Lorp, any such
that may be given to the Lorp shall be holy.
100ne may not exchange or substitute another
for it, either good for bad, or bad for good; if
one does substitute one animal for another, the
thing vowed and its substitute shall both be
holy. 11If [the vow concerns] any impure animal
that may not be brought as an offering to the
Lorp, the animal shall be presented before the
priest, 12and the priest shall assess it. Whether
high or low, whatever assessment is set by the
priest shall stand; 13and if he wishes to redeem
it, he must add one-fifth to its assessment.

14]fanyone consecrates hishouse to the Lorp,
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8. Allowance was made for reductions when
the inability to afford the standard cost of an of-
fering or donation would either deprive an Israel-
ite of expiation or, as in this case, preclude a pious
act.

VOTARY PLEDGES OF ANIMALS  (vv. 9-13)

One who gave of his or her own property to the
sanctuary received public thanks. Then, too, what
was devoted had already become sacred. Accord-
ingly, a surcharge of 20 percent was imposed on
the donor who sought to undo the act, allowing
the sanctuary to profit from the transaction.

9. 1If the donor pledged a ritually pure ani-
mal, it was presumed that he or she intended it
as a sacrifice. The donation constituted a valid
assignment to the altar, and no redemption was

possible.

11. An impure animal is unfit for sacrifice.
Therefore, it is presumed that the donor really in-
tended to pledge the assessed value of the animal.
By paying the 20 percent surcharge, one could re-
trieve it.

12. The assessment of the priest stands, even
if it exceeds the market price of the animal.

13. Thelaw is stated conditionally, although
in actual practice it was usually expected that the
donor would redeem what had been pledged.

CONSECRATIONS  (vv. 14-25)

14. According to Lev. 25:291F., urban dwell-
ings are not subject to the jubilee; if sold but not
redeemed within a year, they become the perma-
nent property of the purchaser. Here, nothing is
said about a time limit, because consecration dif-
fers from an ordinary sale.

14. If anyone consecrates his house to the
Lorp “True holiness sanctifies the seem-
ingly mundane activities of running a house-
hold. One who behaves in an elevated manner

in one’s own house is truly a holy person”
(Menahem Mendel of Kotzk). The home is a
small sanctuary (mikdash m’at).
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the priest shall assess it. Whether high or low,
as the priest assesses it, so it shall stand; 15and
if he who has consecrated his house wishes to
redeem it, he must add one-fifth to the sum at
which it was assessed, and it shall be his.

16]f anyone consecrates to the Lorp any land
that he holds, its assessment shall be in accord-
ance with its seed requirement: fifty shekels of
silver to a homer of barley seed. 17If he conse-
crates his land as of the jubilee year, its assess-
ment stands. 18But if he consecrates his land af-
ter the jubilee, the priest shall compute the price
according to the years that are left until the
jubilee year, and its assessment shall be so re-
duced; 9and if he who consecrated the land
wishes to redeem it, he must add one-fifth to
the sum at which it was assessed, and it shall
pass to him. 20But if he does not redeem the
land, and the land is sold to another, it shall
no longer be redeemable: 2lwhen it is released
in the jubilee, the land shall be holy to the
Lorp, asland proscribed; it becomes the priest’s
holding.

22[f he consecrates to the Lorp land that he
purchased, which is not land of his holding,
23the priest shall compute for him the propor-
tionate assessment up to the jubilee year, and
he shall pay the assessment as of that day, a sa-
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16. any land that he holds This chapter
differentiates between land belonging to an orig-
inal owner and acquired land that had been
transferred to someone other than the original
owner.

seed requirement The method of delineat-
ing plots of arable land by reference to the quan-
tity of seed required in their planting was com-
mon to many ancient Near Eastern societies.

homer A dry measure of Egyptian origin, ap-
proximately 6 bushels (220 L).

17. At the jubilee, tenured land reverted to
its original owners, as mandated in 25:10,13fF. All
transfers of such property were, in fact, not final
sales, but long-term leases that expired at the next
jubilee.

20. The priesthood sold the land when it be-
came apparent that its donor had no intention of

redeeming it. Once this occurred, the donor for-
ever lost the right of redemption.

21. If the donor fails to redeem the land be-
fore the next jubilee, the initial consecration is
considered permanently binding, and the land re-
mains the property of the sanctuary forever.

22, This reflects the provisions of 25:25fF. If
aman is compelled to sell any part of his tenured
land, it reverts to him at the next jubilee, even if
he has been unable to redeem it in the interim.
Anyone who purchased such land from him,
therefore, was not a full owner. If he subsequently
consecrated such acquired land, he had to be pre-
pared to remit its value in silver to the sanctuary
at the time of its consecration, plus the surcharge
of 20 percent. Otherwise, his consecration could
not be accepted because the field could not be col-
lateral for his donation.
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LEVITICUS 27:24 BHUKKOTAI

cred donation to the Lorp. 24In the jubilee year
the land shall revert to him from whom it was
bought, whose holding the land is. 25All assess-
ments shall be by the sanctuary weight, the
shekel being twenty gerahs.

26A firstling of animals, however, which—as
a firstling—is the Lorp’s, cannot be conse-
crated by anybody; whether ox or sheep, it is
the Lorp’s. 27But if it is of impure animals, it
may be ransomed as its assessment, with
one-fifth added; if it is not redeemed, it shall
be sold at its assessment.

28But of all that anyone owns, be it man or
beast or land of his holding, nothing that he has
proscribed for the Lorp may be sold or re-
deemed; every proscribed thing is totally con-
secrated to the Lorp. 29No human being who
has been proscribed can be ransomed: he shall
be put to death.

30All tithes from the land, whether seed from
theground or fruit from the tree, are the LOrD’s;
they are holy to the Lorp. 3!If anyone wishes
to redeem any of his tithes, he must add
one-fifth to them. 32All tithes of the herd or
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24. The consecration of the land by one who
had purchased it from its original owner does not
affect the primary rights of the original owner.

(vv. 26-27)

The firstborn males of humans and beasts are con-
secrated to God at the moment of birth. One may
not consecrate them to the sanctuary, for one may
consecrate only what one owns.

26. This refers to pure animals, suitable for
sacrifice.

27.  The firstlings of impure animals, unsuit-
able for sacrifice, may be redeemed on the usual
basis. If they are not redeemed, the sanctuary may
sell them for silver. No time limit is stipulated.

FIRSTLINGS

PROSCRIBED PROPERTY  (vv. 28-29)

28. owns...man A non-Israelite slave, con-
sidered to be the owner’s property.

proscribed thing Hebrew: heirem; the related
verb means “to set apart, denote, restrict.” In the
Bible, it seems always to have a negative or pro-
hibitive connotation; it describes what is to be

avoided, destroyed, or forbidden. To designate
something as heirem may mean either that it is
to be destroyed completely or that it is reserved
for purposes associated with the sanctuary.

29. This law reflects, in part, the provisions
of Exod. 22:19, which ordain that anyone who
worships another god shall be condemned to

death, proscribed (see Exod. 20:3).

TITHES (vv. 30-33)

This section speaks of two kinds of tithes: 1/10
of the yield of the land and 1/10 of the flocks and
herds.

30. Israclites are required to set aside a tithe
from the produce of the fields and to bring it each
year to the central Temple. There, they are to con-
sume it “in the presence of the Lorp” as a sacred
meal. Those distant from the Temple were to con-
vert the ritual produce into silver and to use that
silver to purchase offerings when they arrived at
the Temple, with which they would then cele-
brate in God’s presence. This was in addition to
the tithe given locally to the Levites.
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Lorp. 33He must not look out for good as
against bad, or make substitution for it. If he
does make substitution for it, then it and its sub-
stitute shall both be holy: it cannotbe redeemed.
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34These are the commandments that the
Lorp gave Moses for the Israelite people on
Mount Sinai.

33. The actual 10th animal is to be counted
as the tithe, whatever its condition. It can be nei-
ther substituted nor redeemed.

POSTSCRIPT  (v. 34)

Likewise, the opening verse of chapter 25 reads:
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“The Lorp spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai.”
Both at the beginning and at the end of major
sections, or books, of the Torah, it was customary
to state where and when the revelation from God
had occurred.

34. on Mount Sinai Not all the laws, how-
ever, were literally given to Moses at Sinai! The
opening verse of Leviticus describes the laws
that follow as having been given at the Tent of
Meeting. Sinai is not a geographic location. It
is a symbol of Israel’s awareness of having
stood in the presence of God and having come
to understand what God requires of them.
Whenever a person hears the commanding
voice of God and commits himself or herself

to live by that voice, that person can be con-
sidered to be standing at Sinai. “The greatest
single event in the history of God’s revelation
took place at Sinai, but was not limited to it.
God’s communication continued in the teach-
ing of the Prophets and the biblical Sages, and
in the activity of the Rabbis of the Talmud. It
remains alive in the Codes and Responsa to the
present day” (Emet Ve-Emunah).
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HAFTARAH FOR B'HAR

JEREMIAH 32:6-27 (Ashk nazim)
JEREMIAH 32:6-22 (S fardim)

(When B’har and B’hukkotai are combined, recite
the haftarah for B’hukkotai.)

This haftarah focuses on a symbolic action per-
formed by the prophet Jeremiah. He was bidden
by God to purchase the field of his cousin
Hanamel “in the tenth year of King Zedekiah”
(588-587 B.C.E.), when “the army of the king of
Babylon was besieging Jerusalem” (32:1-2). At
that time, Jeremiah was confined to a prison com-
pound, charged with having uttered a seditious
oracle about the fall of Jerusalem and the exile of
its king, Zedekiah (vv. 3-5, cf. 34:2-5). The pur-
pose of the divinely initiated performance was to
dramatize the future restoration of the nation to
its homeland on the very eve of its forthcoming
destruction (in 586 B.C.E.).

Accordingly, the purchase and sale agreement
negotiated by Jeremiah (32:9-12) was explicitly
written down and stored against a future time
when “houses, fields, and vineyards shall again be
purchased in this land” (v. 15). Jeremiah’s public
action is followed by a private prayer in which the
prophet struggles to comprehend the drama of
hope, which is symbolized in what he has just
done. God’s response (“Is anything too wondrous
for Me?”) addresses his concern.

Under normal conditions, lands taken due to
their owners’ economic duress could be reclaimed
before the jubilee year through the intervention
of relatives who would pay the outstanding pre-
mium (Lev. 25:25-27). There is thus a strong re-
semblance between this reappropriation of ances-
tral lands by uncles and cousins (Lev. 25:49) and
Jeremiah’s action with his cousin Hanamel, as
Ramban observed.

Jeremiah’s prayer, which follows his act of obe-
dience, expresses amazement glorifying divine
justice and power (vv. 17-19) and recalls God’s

great wonders on behalf of the people Israel (vv.
20-23). The people’s rejection of God’s law,
however, inevitably results in their punishment
(vv. 23-24). Given this reality of doom, the
prophet is astonished at God’s word of redemp-
tive hope (v. 25). The divine answer declares that
there is nothing too wondrous for God, using lan-
guage that echoes the opening words of praise in
Jeremiah’s prayer (Kara).

Threefold repetition of the Hebrew word
hinnei (usually translated “behold”) establishes
the rhythm of this passage as it moves from hu-
man amazement to divine assertion. The word ap-
pears near the beginning of the prophet’s prayer
(“[Behold!] You made heaven and earth,” v. 17),
as he shifts from uttering declarations as a spokes-
man for God to uttering God’s praise. Subse-

>

quently, hinnei (“Here,” v. 24) provides a dra-
matic shift to the people’s punishment and
Jeremiah’s wonder at what God told him to do.
Finally, through the use of language recalling Jer-
emiah’s words in verse 17, God seemingly cites
the prophet, responding in a counterpoint to Jer-
emiah’s words of concern with a rhetorical ques-
tion: “Behold (hinnei) 1 am the Lorp, the God
of all flesh. Is there anything too wondrous for
Me?” (v. 27). The question hangs in suspension.
With ironic concision, the divine promise of re-
demption is posed as an unexpected challenge to
religious faith.

RELATION OF THE HAFTARAH
TO THE PARASHAH

The legal theme of land redemption by near kin
is the common element in the parashah (Lev.
25:25-55) and in the haftarah (Jer. 32:6-12).
The purpose of such a transaction was to safe-
guard the preservation of property within family
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groups (see Ramban on Lev. 25:33). Redemption
(gullah) is a legal term that takes on spiritually
and nationally redemptive overtones in the pro-
cess. Implied in the figure of Jeremiah’s use of this

2% T

term is the promise of God’s own restorative g u/-
lah of His people to their homeland. One must
marvel at the bold act of hope, much as Jeremiah

himself did (32:24-25).

32 6Jeremiah said: The word of the Lorp
came to me: 7Hanamel, the son of your uncle
Shallum, will come to you and say, “Buy myland
in Anathoth, for you are next in succession to
redeem it by purchase.” 8And just as the Lorp
had said, my cousin Hanamel came to me in
the prison compound and said to me, “Please
buy my land in Anathoth, in the territory of
Benjamin; for the right of succession is yours,
and you have the duty of redemption. Buy it.”
Then 1 knew that it was indeed the word of
the Lorp.

9So I bought the land in Anathoth from my
cousin Hanamel. I weighed out the money to
him, seventeen shekels of silver. 10l wrote adeed,
sealed it, and had it witnessed; and I weighed
out the silver on a balance. 1] took the deed
of purchase, the sealed text and the open one
according to rule and law, 12and gave the deed
to Baruch son of Neriah son of Mahseiah in the
presence of my kinsman Hanamel, of the wit-
nesses who were named in the deed, and all the
Judeans who were sitting in the prison com-
pound. 13In their presence I charged Baruch as
follows: 14Thus said the Lorp of Hosts, the God
of Israel: “Take these documents, this deed of
purchase, the sealed text and the open one, and
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Jeremiah 32:8. you have the duty of redemp-
tion Hanamel is saying: “If I die without sons,
you [Jeremiah] could be my heir; and if T were
to sell [the property] to another, you would have
the legal right to redeem [it] from the purchaser
even if you were not to inheritit. . . as it is written,
‘[redemption may be performed by a kinsman] or
his uncle or his uncle’s son” (Lev. 25:49)” (Kara).

12. gave the deed to Baruch Baruch (ben
Neriah) functions as Jeremiah’s aide, disciple,

agent, and personal scribe. This is especially the
case in Jer. 36.

who were named Rendered according to the
text of many mss. and ancient versions; so ancient
Near Eastern practice. The Hebrew text above,
like other mss. and the editions, reads “who
wrote” (i.e., signed their names) [Transl.].

14. the sealed text and the open one The
Mishnah refers to two types of documents: a
“plain document whose witnesses signed within
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put them into an earthen jar, so that they may
last a long time.” 15For thus said the Lorp of
Hosts, the God of Israel: “Houses, fields, and
vineyards shall again be purchased in this land.”

16But after I had given the deed to Baruch son
of Neriah, I prayed to the Lorp: 17“Ah, Lord
Gob! You made heaven and earth with Your
great might and outstretched arm. Nothing is
too wondrous for You! 18You show kindness to
the thousandth generation, but visit the guilt of
the fathers upon their children after them. O
great and mighty God whose name is Lorp of
Hosts, 19wondrous in purpose and mighty in
deed, whose eyes observe all the ways of men,
so as to repay every man according to his ways,
and with the proper fruit of his deeds! 20You
displayed signs and marvels in the land of Egypt
with lasting effect,and wonrenowninIsrael and
among mankind to this very day. 21You freed
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and a tied-up one in which they signed on the
back” (M BB 10:1).

15. Houses, fields, and vineyards In the
present setting, these three elements constitute a
promise for the future. In the broadest terms, the
rebuilding and replanting alludes to Jer. 1:10.
More specifically, they are thematically linked to
Jeremiah’s prophetic letter to the exiles of 597
B.C.E. In that document, the prophet wrote to his
compatriots in exile telling them to build, plant,
and marry in Babylon, because redemption has
not come (Jer. 29:5-6, cf. 28). Jeremiah’s state-
ment here counterpoints that letter: The redemp-
tion will come, and the people will again build
and plant in their homeland.

17. Ah, Lord Gop! The Hebrew word ahah
(Ah) is used in connection with cries of amaze-
ment, concern, or despair.

18. O great and mighty God In his prayer,
Jeremiah extols God with two attributes: “great”
(ha-gadol) and “mighty” (ha-gibbor). By contrast,
Daniel praised God as “great” and “awesome”
(nora), not using the epithet “mighty” (Dan. 9:4).
All three attributes are combined in a praise for-

mula that praises “the great, the mighty, and the
awesome God” (ba-el ha-gadol ha-gibbor v'ha-
nora) (Deut. 10:17).

The Sages pondered these variations and tried
to understand why the full formula enunciated
by Moses (in Deut. 10:17) was subsequently
changed. They emerged with the understanding
that Jeremiah and Daniel wished to ascribe to
God only those attributes that they could honestly
affirm on the basis of their personal experience.
In the context of the suffering and the destruction
that they had experienced, they found it impos-
sible to ascribe all three of the attributes to God.
Therefore, each of them omitted one of the at-
tributes. The Sages justify their liturgical revisions
by stating that because “God insists on truth,
these pious ones would not ascribe false things to
Him” (JT Ber. 7:3; BT Yoma 69b). The full for-
mula from Deuteronomy was restored to the lit-
urgy by the men of the Great Assembly, according
to talmudic tradition. It is now recited in the
opening passage of the collection of blessings
known as the Amidah.
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Your people Israel from the land of Egypt with
signs and marvels, with a strong hand and an
outstretched arm, and with great terror. 22You
gave them this land that You had sworn to their
fathers to give them, a land flowing with milk
and honey, 23and they came and took posses-
sion ofit. But they did notlisten to You or follow
Your Teaching; they did nothing of what You
commanded them to do. Therefore you have
caused all this misfortune to befall them. 24Here
are the siegemounds, raised against the city to
storm it; and the city, because of sword and fam-
ine and pestilence, is at the mercy of the Chal-
deans who are attacking it. What You threat-
ened has come to pass—as You see. 25Yet You,
Lord Gop, said to me: Buy the land for money
and call in witnesses—when the city is at the
mercy of the Chaldeans!”

26Then the word of the Lorp came to Jer-
emiah:

27“Behold I am the Lorp, the God of all flesh.
Is anything too wondrous for Me?”
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HAFTARAH FOR B'HUKKOTAI
JEREMIAH 16:19-17:14

(When B’har and B’hukkotai are combined, recite
this haftarah.)

This haftarah comprises a series of sayings by the
prophet, spoken in Judea sometime in the late 7th
to the early 6th century B.c.E. They include per-
sonal prayers of proclamation and petition, divine
indicements and instructions, and impersonal
maxims of a general and national character. The
reality of divine punishment for false worship and
for immorality and the overwhelming importance
of proper trust in God constitute the general
themes that bind the verses together. Sin occurs
in the open and in the hiddenness of the human
heart. Both are observed by God, and the offend-
ers are brought to justice. One must, therefore,
hope in the “Hope of Israel,” the only source and
font of life. Jeremiah exemplifies true piety by his
own personal assertions of theological trust and
dependence.

This passage establishes a contrast between the
faithfulness of the prophet and the sins of his con-
temporaries. Jeremiah’s trust is dramatized by his
extraordinary prayers of reliance on God as his ref-
uge and redeemer (16:19, 17:14). The sinners’
folly, by contrast, lies in their flagrant disregard
of the divine way. They serve “no-gods,” hoping
for fertility and success, not realizing that they rely
on objects “futile and worthless” (vv. 19-20).
They act with deception and stealth, hoping to
increase unjust gain, not realizing that God who
probes the heart undoes injustice and deceit. Thus
will their projects be perverted: The verdant trees
worshiped in their alien rites will be transformed
into dry bushes of the wilderness. Abandoning the
“Hope of Israel” (17:13), they reject the true
source of living waters. Indeed, their blatant apos-
tasy is marked on their cult objects, even as their
rejection of true piety is written on the earth.
There is no escape: God knows the inner heart
and the outward acts of all.

Trust in God, unlike trust in idols, bestows on
its bearers the blessings of heaven. In the language
of natural growth and sustenance, the faithful are
promised deep roots in flowing waters, bearing
fruit despite external circumstances (17:7-8).
This trust enables devoted individuals to over-
come the destructive forces of the natural world.
They withstand oppression by being rooted in di-
vine reality. Accordingly, Jeremiah’s teaching is
a counsel to choose the “the Fount of living wa-
ters” (v. 13) for the sake of such inner power.
Hence God’s blessing is not external to this de-
cision but at its very root. The wholly natural at-
titude that worships the forces of nature and the
semblances of self-reliance is thus proclaimed a
sham, a deceptive blindness to the divine source
of life. Only through trust in God may this folly
be transcended and one’s life transformed.

RELATION OF THE HAFTARAH
TO THE PARASHAH

The parashah concludes the Book of Leviticus
with a series of blessings and curses that may befall
an individual, depending on obedience or dis-
obedience to God and His covenant (Lev. 26:3,
14-15). These rewards and punishments are set
forth in detail, and correspond to the central im-
age of the hafiarah: blessings for those who trust
in God and curses for those who spurn His ways
(Jer.17:5-8). Read independently, Jeremiah’s ex-
hortation of trust marks a spiritual or theological
disposition and does not speak explicitly about
covenantal observance as such. Nevertheless, in
the wider context of the haftarah, which con-
demns false religious practice (17:1-4), Jeremi-
ah’s words on trust serve as an exhortation to cov-
enantal commitments. This is emphasized when
the hafiarab is read in conjunction with the par-
ashah. Through this pairing, the prophet’s teach-

ing serves to reinforce the concerns of Mo-
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JEREMIAH 16:19 HAFTARAH FOR B'HUKKOTAI

ses. Together they exhort the people to choose
the blessed path of faithfulness to God and His

Torah.

In diverse ways, the parashab and the haftarah
emphasize that no aspect of life is immune to di-
vine judgment: Inner deception yields external re-
sults that destroy one’s life on the Land, and out-
ward behavior affects a person’s inner strength

1 6 190 Lorp, my strength and my strong-

hold,
My refuge in a day of trouble,
To You nations shall come
From the ends of the earth and say:
Our fathers inherited utter delusions,
Things that are futile and worthless.
20Can a man make gods for himself?
No-gods are they!
21Assuredly, I will teach them,
Once and for all I will teach them
My power and My might.
And they shall learn that My name is Lorp.

]. 7 The guilt of Judah is inscribed

With a stylus of iron,
Engraved with an adamant point
On the tablet of their hearts,

And on the horns of their altars,

Jeremiah 16:19. The underlying metaphor
here is based on the fortresses that served as a for-
tified place of refuge (cf. Isa. 17:9). This accounts
for the use of the term 7 nusi (My refuge), pre-
sumably derived from the verb nus, “to run.” It
thus evokes a sense of sanctuary, insofar as just
this verb is used in connection with the right of
an accidental manslayer to flee to the protective
custody of a city of refuge (Num. 35:6; Deut.

4:42).

20. No-gods are they The opprobrium
“no-god” has polemical force (Deut. 32:17,21),
and was often used rhetorically to signal Israel’s
rejection of the covenant with God (Deut. 32:21;

Hos. 1:9).

o T

and spiritual resilience to life. Put theologically,
the texts affirm a deep correlation between spir-
itual trust and behavior on the one hand, and re-
newed stability and productivity on the other. Us-
ing natural images of earthly bounty and being
rooted in the Land, the Torah and the haftarah
foster a consciousness of this correlation and in-
vite meditation on its truth.
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21. I will teach them Or “inform them”
(odi-em). A critique of the nations for idolatry is
unusual in pre-exilic sources; Jeremiah is the first
to enunciate this view (cf. Jer. 10:11, 50:35-39).
By contrast, the Torah never condemns the na-
tions for pagan worship but only for such per-
versions as child sacrifice (Deut. 12:29-31). In-
deed, Deut. 4:19 even presents the worship of the
sun, the moon, and the stars as the divine portion
for all nations except Israel. However, the nations
are always arraigned for immorality (cf. Amos 1).

Jeremiah 17:1. The guilt of Judah . . . on the
horns of their altars Hebrew: battar Yhudah.
Normally, the purging blood of the purification
offering (hattar) was put on the horns of the altar.



JEREMIAH 17:2 HAFTARAH FOR B'HUKKOTAI

2While their children remember

Their altars and sacred posts,

By verdant trees,

Upon lofty hills.

3Because of the sin of your shrines
Throughout your borders,

I will make your rampart a heap in the field,
And all your treasures a spoil.

4You will forfeit, by your own act,

The inheritance I have given you;

I will make you a slave to your enemies

In a land you have never known.

For you have kindled the flame of My wrath
Which shall burn for all time.

5Thus said the Lorp:

Cursed is he who trusts in man,

Who makes mere flesh his strength,

And turns his thoughts from the Lorp.

6He shall be like a bush in the desert,

Which does not sense the coming of good:

It is set in the scorched places of the wilder-
ness,

In a barren land without inhabitant.

7Blessed is he who trusts in the LorDp,

Whose trust is the Lorp alone.

8He shall be like a tree planted by waters,

Sending forth its roots by a stream:

It does not sense the coming of heat,

Its leaves are ever fresh;

It has no care in a year of drought,

It does not cease to yield fruit.
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This was done to purify the shrine (Lev. 8:15; cf.
M Shev. 1:4-7). It was also performed in cases
of accidental sin by the individual (Lev. 4:25,30).
Jeremiah thus mocks Israel’s practices by punning,.
It is their guilt, he implies, that is on their altars
and not the blood of the expunging sacrifice.

8. like a tree planted by waters Jeremiah’s

image of the regenerative bounty of one who
trusts God echoes Ps. 1:3, where the beneficiary
is the student of Torah. Jeremiah extends the met-
aphor with the words that the tree’s “leaves are
ever fresh (ra-anan).” This provides a powerful
counterpoint to the critique of the sinners who
worship “By verdant (ra-anan) trees” (17:2).



JEREMIAH 17:9 HAFTARAH FOR B'HUKKOTAI

9Most devious is the heart;

It is perverse—who can fathom it?

10] the LorD probe the heart,

Search the mind—

To repay every man according to his ways,
With the proper fruit of his deeds.

ULike a partridge hatching what she did
not lay,

So is one who amasses wealth by unjust
means;

In the middle of his life it will leave him,

And in the end he will be proved a fool.

120 Throne of Glory exalted from of old,
Our Sacred Shrine!

130 Hope of Israel! O Lorp!

All who forsake You shall be put to shame,
Those in the land who turn from You
Shall be doomed men,

For they have forsaken the Lorbp,

The Fount of living waters.

14Heal me, O Lorp, and let me be healed;
Save me, and let me be saved;

For You are my glory.

10. fruit of his deeds A deft pun linking
verses 9-10 to the tree imagery of verses 5-8.

12. O Throne of Glory In modern times, the
phrase has also been understood as an oath sworn
“[By the] Throne” that “Israel’s hope is the
Lorp.”

13. O Hope of Israel! O Lorp! Jeremiah’s
cry of pathos. God is not only the focus of trust
but the source of hope and “Font of living waters
(m’kor mayyim hayyim).” Calling God “Hope”
(Mikveh) condenses both theological ideas, inso-
far as this noun is a pun on the pool for ritual
immersion (mikveh). Thus it also conveys the no-
tion of divine purification. Akiva taught this idea
powerfully, interpreting the phrase as “The Lorp
is the mikveb (ritual pool) of Israel,” adding: “Just
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as the mikveh purifies the impure, so the Holy
One purifies Israel” (M Yoma 8:9).

14. Heal me, O Lorp The hafiarah closes
with this request. In context, it initiates a separate
prayer of the prophet that concludes, after the haf*
tarah, with a wish for the destruction of his en-
emies (Jer. 17:18). The Sages thus truncated this
prayer for the hafiarah, leaving only this line. The
result is a powerful appeal for divine aid that bal-
ances the opening line (16:19). Subsequent Jew-
ish tradition incorporated this prayer into the 8th
blessing of the weekday Amidah. In an adaptation
appropriate for communal worship, the compilers
changed the singular personal pronoun (“me,” in
“Heal me” and “Save me”) to the collective plural
(“us,” in “Heal us” and “Save us”).





