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The CAA Climate Awareness Action Committee:
Merriessa Anton, Brooke Hersh-Thompson, Joe Oliveri, David Reifler, and Bob Rosenzweig

Leviticus 25:1–2
1. HaShem spoke to Moses on Mount
Sinai:
2. Speak 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 HaShem.
Rashi: [HaShem spoke to Moses] on
Mount Sinai.
What has the matter of the Sabbatical year to
do with Mount Sinai?
Were not all commandments given on Sinai?
But this statement is intended to suggest the
following comparison: How is it in the case of
the law of Shmita? Its general rules, [its specific
prescriptions] and minute details were ordained
on Mount Sinai! So, also, were all
commandments with their general rules and
their minute details ordained on Mount Sinai.
Thus, is taught in Torat Kohanim (Sifra, Behar,
Section 1 1). It seems to me that the following is
the explanation of this: Since we do not find in
Deuteronomy that the law concerning “the rest
of the soil in the Sabbatical year” was repeated
in “the fields of Moab” (cf. Deuteronomy 34:1;
the place where Moses repeated many of the
commandments contained in the other books of
the Pentateuch), we may infer that all its general
rules and specific prescriptions must have been
promulgated on Sinai. The express mention of
 בהר סיניhere appears therefore to be
unnecessary but Scripture by mentioning it
intends to teach regarding every Divine
command (lit., Divine utterance) that was
spoken to Moses that in every case they, their
general rules and minute details originated at
Sinai and that they were only repeated again in
“the fields of Moab”.

] א – ז [פרשת בהר,ויקרא כ״ה
מר׃
ֹ ֹֽ ַוי ְַד ֵּ֤בר ה׳ אֶ ל־מ ֶֶֹׁ֔שה ְּב ַ֥הר ִסינַ֖י לא
ל־בנֵּ֤י י ְִש ָראל וְאָ מַ ְר ָ ָּ֣ת אֲ להֶֶׁ֔ ם ִ ֵּ֤כי
ְ ֶַד ֵּ֞בר א
ֹתן לָ כֶ ֶ֑ם
ָּ֣ ָת ֹֹ֙באו אֶ ל־הָ אֶָׁ֔ ֶרץ אֲ ֶ ֶׁ֥שר אֲ ִנִ֖י נ
ְש ְב ָ ָּ֣תה הָ אֶָׁ֔ ֶרץ ַש ָ ִ֖בת לַ ה׳׃
ָ ו
. בהר סיני:רש״י
ָמה ִענְּ ין ְּש ִמ ָטה אֵ צֶ ל הר ִסיני? וַהֲ ל ֹא כָל הַ ִמצְ ֹות
ָלֹותיה
ֶ ָנֶאֶ ְמרו ִמ ִסינַי? אֶ לָ א מַ ה ְש ִמטָ ה נֶאֶ ְמרו כְ ל
דוקיהָ ִמ ִסינַי אַ ף כֻּלָ ן נֶאֶ ְמרו
ֶ טֹותיהָ ו ְִד ְק
ֶ ופ ָר
ְ
;ֹ כְָך ְשנויָה ְבתֹ"כ,כְ לָ לֹותיהֶ ן ו ְִד ְקדוקיהֶ ן ִמ ִסינַי
 ְל ִפי ֶשל ֹא מָ צִ ינו ְש ִמטַ ת:רושּה
ָ ְנִראֶ ה ִלי ֶשכְָך פ
ְ ו
,תֹורה
ָ נִשנית ְבעַ ְרבֹות מֹואָ ב ְב ִמ ְשנה
ְ ַק ְר ָקעֹות ֶש
,טֹותיהָ כֻּלָ ן נֶאֶ ְמרו ִמ ִסינַי
ֶ ופ ָר
ְ ָלֹותיה
ֶ ָלָ מַ ְדנו ֶשכְ ל
ובָ א הַ כָתוב ו ְִלמד כָאן עַ ל כָל ִדבור ֶשנִ ְדבַ ר
, כְ לָ לֹותיהֶ ן ו ְִד ְקדוקיהֶ ן, ֶש ִמ ִסינַי הָ יו כֻּלָ ם,ֹשה
ֶ ְלמ
:ְנִשנו ְבעַ ְרבֹות מֹואָ ב
ְ וְחָ זְ רו ו

The opening of parshat Behar (Lev 25:1) sounds simple enough: "And HaShem
spoke Moses on Mount Sinai." Following Sifra, Rashi makes one of his most famous,
comments – Mah inyan shmitah etsel Har Sinai? Why does the Torah bother to
mention that the laws of land ownership in Eretz Yisrael were given at Mount
Sinai? Rashi's comment has become a coin of modern Hebrew parlance for a nonsequitur, "what does that have to do with anything?" But, just as the laws of shmita in
their detail were given to Moses at Sinai, so all the commandments, in detail, are to
be considered as given at Sinai. They all carry the highest degree of Divine
authority. STUDY QUESTION: Is Rashi’s choice of Shmita as the example that
teaches this klal (general principle) a mere coincidence.
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Three passages concerning shmita in the Torah. The term, shmita, in the Torah
generally indicates some type of release, “letting go,” after an extended period.
Exodus 23:10–11
10. Six years you shall sow your land
and gather in its yield;
11. but in the seventh you shall let it rest
and lie fallow. Let the needy among
your people eat of it, and what they
leave let the wild beasts eat. You shall
do the same with your vineyards and
your olive groves.

] י – יא [פרשת משפטים,שמות כ״ג
ְשש ָש ִנִ֖ים ִתזְ ַ ָּ֣רע אֶ ת־אַ ְר ֶצֶָ֑ך וְאָ סַ פְ ָ ִ֖ת אֶ ת־
ֶׁ֥ ו
ְתבואָ ָ ֹֽתּה׃
יעת ִת ְּש ְּמ ֶ ֶ֣טנָה ּונְּ ט ְּש ָּ֗ ָתּה ו ָ ְֹֽאכְ לו
ִ ֵּ֞ וְהַ ְש ִב
אֶ ְביֹ נָּ֣י עַ ֶׁ֔ ֶמָך ְוי ְִת ָ ָ֕רם ת ֹאכַ ִ֖ל חַ יַ ָּ֣ת הַ ָש ֶ ֶ֑דה ֹֽכן־
יתָך׃
ֹֽ ֶ ֲשה לְ כ ְַר ְמָךִ֖ לְ ז
ֶׁ֥ ֶ ַתע

This is the first of three places where shmita is discussed in the Torah. Here “we are
told to cultivate the land, vineyards and olive groves for six years, but ִת ְּש ְּמ ֶטנָה
“ – ּונְּ ט ְּש ָתּהto let go and withdraw” in the seventh… The needy will eat just as you do,
and wild animals will eat what’s left. The purpose of shmita here is to limit our work
activity and the ownership of our work product – we are not meant to be workaholics
or to make the accumulation of wealth the highest priority.”
Leviticus 25:1–7
1. HaShem spoke to Moses on Mount
Sinai:
2. Speak 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 HaShem.
3. Six years you may sow your field and
six years you may prune your vineyard
and gather in the yield.
4. But in the seventh year the land shall
have a sabbath of complete rest, a
sabbath of HaShem; you shall not sow
your field or prune your vineyard.
5. You shall not reap the aftergrowth of
your harvest or gather the grapes of
your untrimmed vines; it shall be a year
of complete rest for the land.
6. But you may eat whatever the land
during its sabbath will produce—you,
your male and female slaves, the hired
and bound laborers who live with you,
7. and your cattle and the beasts in your
land may eat all its yield.

] א – ז [פרשת בהר,ויקרא כ״ה
מר׃
ֹ ֹֽ ַוי ְַד ֵּ֤בר ה׳ אֶ ל־מ ֶֶֹׁ֔שה ְב ַ ֶׁ֥הר ִסינַ ִ֖י לא
ל־בנֵּ֤י י ְִש ָראל וְאָ מַ ְר ָ ָּ֣ת אֲ להֶֶׁ֔ ם ִ ֵּ֤כי
ְ ֶַד ֵּ֞בר א
ֹתן לָ כֶ ֶ֑ם
ָּ֣ ָת ֹֹ֙באו אֶ ל־הָ אֶָׁ֔ ֶרץ אֲ ֶ ֶׁ֥שר אֲ ִנִ֖י נ
ְש ְב ָ ָּ֣תה הָ אֶָׁ֔ ֶרץ ַש ָ ִ֖בת לַ ה׳׃
ָ ו
מר
ֹ ָּ֣ ְְשש ָש ִנִ֖ים ִתז
ֶׁ֥ ֵּ֤שש ָשנִ ים ִתזְ ַ ָּ֣רע ָש ֶֶׁ֔דָך ו
ת־תבואָ ָ ֹֽתּה׃
ְ
ֶכ ְַר ֶ ֶ֑מָך וְאָ סַ פְ ָ ִ֖ת א
יעת ַש ַ ֵּ֤בת ַשבָ תֹון י ְִהיֶ ָּ֣ה לָ אָָ֔ ֶרץ
ִ ִ֗ ובַ ָשנָ ָּ֣ה הַ ְש ִב
ַש ָ ִ֖בת לַ ה׳ ָ ֹֽש ְדָך ָּ֣ל ֹא ִתזְ ָ ֶׁ֔רע ְוכ ְַר ְמָךִ֖ ֶׁ֥ל ֹא
מר׃
ֹ ֹֽ ְִתז
נְבי
ֶׁ֥ ִָּ֣את ְס ִ ֵּ֤פיחַ ְק ִ ֹֽצ ְירָך ָּ֣ל ֹא ִת ְק ֶׁ֔צֹור וְאֶ ת־ע
ירָך ָּ֣ל ֹא ִת ְב ֶֹ֑צר ְשנַ ֶׁ֥ת ַשבָ ִ֖תֹון י ְִהיֶ ֶׁ֥ה לָ ָ ֹֽא ֶרץ׃
ִ֖ ֶ ִנְז
ְְִ֖֠והָ י ְ֠ ְָתה ַש ֹ֙ ַבת הָ ָ ֵּ֤א ֶרץ לָ כֶם לְ אׇ כְ לֶָׁ֔ ה לְ ָך
ֶׁ֔תֹוש ְבָך
ָּ֣ ָ ְולְ עַ ְב ְדָךָּ֣ וְלַ אֲ מָ ֶ ֶ֑תָך וְלִ ְש ִ ֹֽכ ְירָך ול
הַ ג ִ ִָ֖רים עִ ָ ֹֽמְך׃
ו ֹ֙ ְִל ְבהֶ ְמ ְתָךֶׁ֔ ו ַ ְֹֽלחַ יָ ִ֖ה אֲ ֶ ָּ֣שר ְבאַ ְר ֶצֶָ֑ך ִת ְהיֶ ֶׁ֥ה כׇל־
ְתבואָ ָ ִ֖תּה לֶ אֱ ֹֹֽכל׃
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In Vayikra 25:4, the command to desist from agricultural work in the seventh year
takes a different focus — ' ַשבָ ת לה, — ובַ ָשנָה הַ ְש ִביעִ ת ַשבַ ת ַשבָ תֹון י ְִהיֶה לָ אָ ֶרץBut in the
seventh year the land shall have a year of sabbath of complete rest, a sabbath of
HaShem. This time the produce of the seventh year is to be shared with a specific
group of the less fortunate – one’s employees, indentured servants and workers,
plus, once again, the animals. But the prime “beneficiary” is, oddly, the land, God’s
land. We must not think the we are its ultimate owners. Chapter 25 also provides
for the release of Hebrew slaves who had become indentured servants for debts
they could not repay in the Jubilee (50th) year, even if less than six years have been
served (cf. Ex 21:2), and indeed also for the return of land to its original owners
(25:10).
Deuteronomy 15:1–3

] א – ג [פרשת ראה,דברים ט״ו

1. Every seventh year you shall practice
remission of debts.

ֲשה ְש ִמ ָ ֹֽטה׃
ֶׁ֥ ֶ ע־ש ִנִ֖ים ַתע
ָ
ִַמ ֶׁ֥קץ ֶ ֹֽשב

2. This shall be the nature of the
remission: every creditor shall remit the
due that he claims from his fellow; he
shall not dun his fellow or kinsman, for
the remission proclaimed is of HaShem.

ה ָש ִ֗מֹוט כׇל־בַ עַ ל מַ ָּ֣שה
֒ ְָוזֶה֮ ְד ַ ָּ֣בר הַ ְש ִמט
י ֶָׁ֔דֹו אֲ ֶ ֶׁ֥שר י ֶ ִַ֖שה ְבר ֶ֑עהו ֹֽל ֹא־י ִֵּ֤גֹ ש אֶ ת־רעהו
י־ק ָ ֶׁ֥רא ְש ִמ ָ ִ֖טה לַ יהֹ ָוֹֽה׃
ָ וְאֶ ת־אָ ֶׁ֔ ִחיו ִ ֹֽכ

3. You may dun the foreigner; but you
musty remit whatever is due you from
your kinsman.

אֶ ת־הַ נׇכְ ִ ִ֖רי ִת ֶ֑גֹ ש וַאֲ ֶֹ֙שר י ְִהיֶ ֶׁ֥ה לְ ָךָ֛ אֶ ת־אָ ִ ִ֖חיָך
ַת ְש ֶׁ֥מט י ֶ ָֹֽדָך׃

Deuteronomy 15:1-2 offers a very different sort of shmita after seven years, of
monetary debts. The Torah explains dvar ha’shmita “how it’s done” - debts owed by
one’s neighbor or brother are “let go”, not to be collected, “because HaShem’s
release has been proclaimed ('”)כִ י ָק ָרא ְש ִמטָ ה לה.
The expressed revelation at Mount Sinai in Shmot 20 is basically a list of
“Don’ts” – don’t kill, steal, commit adultery, bear false witness, etc. The Ten
Commandments come to protect society from bad behavior. They do not
require us to be pro-active, whether letaken olam – to improve the world, or
letaken et atsmenu - to improve ourselves. The three sections of shmita laws
require more. The “haves” must show concern for the poor by giving equal
access to food supplies, cancelling debts that drag people down into
indentured servitude and putting a time limit on such servitude. We show
concern for the environment by letting the overworked land rest and restore its
vitality, and by helping the wild animals survive. And shmita reminds us that
we are not all-powerful; there is a God above us who makes our material
success possible and we must limit its pursuit.
ONE POSSIBLE CONCLUSION: “Shmita has a great deal to do with Mt Sinai. It
“upgrades” the revelation from there – by making us “let go” from time to time - for
the sake of God and the world, and for our sakes. Social goals are as relevant today
as they were 3500 years ago.”
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Additional Sources:
Sifra on Behar – Section 1
(Vayikra 25:1) And HaShem spoke to
Moses on Mount Sinai, saying. Why is
shmita juxtaposed with Mount Sinai?
Were not all the mitzvot given at Sinai?
[The purpose of the juxtaposition is to
indicate that] just as the general rules
and specific ordinances of shmita were
enunciated at Sinai, so, with all the
mitzvot.

ספרא
.וידבר ה' אל משה בהר סיני לאמר
מה ענין שמיטה אצל הר סיני? והלא כל
המצות נאמרו מסיני!? אלא מה שמיטה
נאמרו כללותיה ודקדוקיה מסיני אף כולם
.נאמרו כללותיהם ודקדוקיהם מסיני

Nahmanides on Leviticus 25:1
“In my view Rashi’s comment is completely wrong. There are many
commandments that, like that of the sabbatical year are not repeated on the
steppes of Moab. So we know that the details of such commandments were given
either at Sinai or in the Tent of Meeting. Moreover, from where does Rashi get that
the sabbatical year, which was not repeated on the steppes of Moab, can be
compared to the divine utterances that were repeated there. And makes him think
that they did not have just their general outlines given at Sinai, and their full details
on the steppes?...”
Ibn Ezra on Leviticus 25:1
“The Torah is not written in chronological order. Chronologically, this section
precedes the beginning of the book of Leviticus, where HaShem “called to Moses
and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting (1:1). This passage was spoken on
Mount Sinai, after which the covenant was made; this is the covenant described in
chapter 26. It is recorded in this point in the Torah to unite it with other
commandments of Leviticus on which their continued occupation of the land was
conditioned. Just as failure to observe the regulations about sex would result in
their being “spewed out” of the land, so too chapter 26 says that failure to observe
the sabbatical year would result in their being expelled from it. The rules about the
sabbatical year are given here.”
Etz Hayim on Leviticus 25:1 [RA/USCJ, 2000/5760] p 738:
“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 visionary 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, presents a vision of social justice that has the power to change the world.”
STUDY QUESTION REVISITED:
Mah inyan shmitah etsel Har Sinai? What has the matter of the Sabbatical year
to do with Mount Sinai? Do you have a different opinion from Rashi,
Nahmanides, Ibn Ezra, and others, or do you have something to add?!

