


this way, the Shemittah cycle 
ser ves as the most potent 
reminder in Judaism of a Higher 
Power. 

A l t h oug h  m os t  o f  us ,  as 
non-agr icultural types, wi l l 
never  fu l ly  apprec iate the 

gravity of a Shemittah year, 
we can nonetheless der ive 
the same cr it ical lesson for 
our own lives. All too of ten 
we become entrapped in a 
‘pr ison of the mind’ by our 
success and achievement. We 
pat  ourselves on the back 
and self-congratulate on a job 
‘exquisi tely wel l  done’.  We 
then fail utterly to realise the 
true source of our prosperity; 
falling into the classic trap of 
thinking that ‘my strength and 
the might of my hand have 
created for me all this wealth’ 
(Devarim 8:17). It is only when 
we fall on rough and difficult 
times that we snap back into 
the real isat ion of  our own 
inadequacy and powerlessness. 
In order to remind us who is 
the true provider of our needs, 
Hashem must occasionally take 

In parshat Behar the Torah 
paints rather a challenging 
picture for the farmer. After 
having been commanded in 
Kedoshim (Vayikra 19:9) to 
designate significant portions 
of the harvest as matnot ani’im 
for the poor (e.g. Pe’ah - the 
‘corners’ of the field, Shichecha 
- the produce forgot ten at 
the t ime of  har vest ,  Leket 
e tc .) ,  th is  week the Torah 
informs the farmer that he 
must also scrupulously observe 
Shemittah; allowing his field 
to lay fallow every seventh 
year. This must be something 
of a bi t ter pi l l  to swal low: 
keeping kosher and celebrating 
Shabbat are one thing – but, on 
top of everything else, to have 
to shut down one’s livelihood 
for over an entire year is surely 
tantamount to financial suicide. 
Why does the Torah demand so 
much from the simple farmer? 

While there are more exotic 
interpretations of the mitzvah 
of Shemit tah, the Kli Yakar 
proposes a simple but powerful 
one. The Torah demands the 

cessation of all agr icultural 
activity precisely because of the 
huge difficulties involved. Such 
painful self-sacrifice inculcates 
within the Jew like nothing 
else a sense of trust and faith 
in Hashem. If the farmer was 
permitted to plant and harvest 
at wil l ,  he would invar iably 
arrive at the mistaken ‘default’ 
conclusion that livelihood and 
sus tenance f lows en t i re ly 
from toil and effort. The Jew 
would erroneously deduce, as 
the secular world invar iably 
d o e s ,  t h a t  o n l y  h u m a n 
control over natural forces 
dictates fortune and success. 
Therefore, the Shemittah cycle 
fo rces us  to  acknowledge 
that  a l l  ach ievements and 
accomplishments are ultimately 
dependent upon the grace and 
goodwil l  of  Hashem. When 
faced with the reality of a non-
existent harvest, there is little 
choice but to turn in prayer 
and faith to the Almighty. And, 
when that happens - lo and 
behold, somehow, sustenance 
and support is forthcoming. In 

the harsh steps that force us 
completely to re-examine our 
self-reliance. By enduring such 
trying and demanding tests, 
we arrive at a very dif ferent 
apprec ia t ion  o f  who is  in 
charge!

My mentor Rav Moshe Schwab 
zt’’l always used to observe 
in the name of Rav Yisroel 
Salanter zt’’l how remarkable 
it is that we are able to cover 
our eyes and say Shema Yisrael 
w i th  comple te  s ince r i t y  - 
invok ing Hashem’s majesty 
and domination over the four 
corners of the ear th as we 
recite the word Echad – while 
a t  the ver y  same moment 
forgetting to include ourselves 
in that act of submission!

This reminds me of the famous 
saying: ‘More than the Jews 
have kept Shabbat, Shabbat 
has kept the Jews’. Perhaps 
the very same thing can be said 
of the Shemittah - for, despite 
its difficulties, it fortifies us in 
faith and restores us to true 
perspective!
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