Alan Cooper, JTS

“A Sabbath of the Lord” and the Inner Meaning of Leviticus ch. 25

Leviticus 25:1-10
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JPS translation: 'The Lord spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai: ?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 Lord. ®Six years you may sow your field and six years you
may prune your vineyard and gather in the yield. “But in the seventh year the land
shall have a sabbath of complete rest, a sabbath of the Lord: you shall not sow your
field or prune your vineyard. *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. ®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, “and your

cattle and the beasts in your land may eat all its yield.
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%You shall count off seven weeks of years—seven times seven years—so that the
period of seven weeks of years gives you a total of forty-nine years. °Then you shall
sound the horn loud; in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month—the Day
of Atonement—you shall have the horn sounded throughout your land *°and you
shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim release throughout the land for all
its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you: each of you shall return to his holding

and each of you shall return to his family.
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Rashi on 25:2
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“For the sake of YHWH?” [viz., not on account of the land], just as it is stated of the
Sabbath of Creation (Exod 20:10; from Sifra behar 1)

Ibn Ezra
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The meaning of “Sabbath of YHWH?” is like the Sabbath day. There is an allusion

here to the secret of the world’s duration.

Joseph Bekhor Shor (Orléans, 12 century)
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“Sabbath” of YHWH - That it be acknowledged that it is of the Holy One. As our
sages expounded (cf. Sanhedrin 39a), what is the reason for the sabbatical year?
Plant for six and rest [ Sanh. release] on the seventh, so that you will know that the

land is Mine, as it says, “for the land is Mine” (Lev 25:23).

Sanhedrin 97a-b with Steinsaltz (apud Sefaria) et al.*

M0 AR MAR RIAT 0P 1735 123N NRIW 20 T /NHDY 1w abR M KRPOP 37 0K
PIDY AN AR WHWA 0P DNRYA 1T INRIY 2N

Rav Ketina says: Six thousand years is the duration of the world, and it is in ruins for
one thousand years. The duration of the period during which the world is in ruins is
derived from a verse, as it is stated: “And the Lord alone shall be exalted on that day”
(Isaiah 2:11), and the day of God lasts one thousand years. Abaye says: It is in ruins

' Boldface translates the actual Talmud text; the rest is Steinsaltz’s glossing and elaboration.
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for two thousand years, as it is stated: “After two days He will revive us; in the third

day He will revive us, and we shall live in His presence” (Hosea 6:2).
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It is taught in a baraita in accordance with the opinion of Rav Ketina: Just as the
Sabbatical Year abrogates debts once in seven years, so too, the world abrogates its
typical existence for one thousand years in every seven thousand years, as it is
stated: “And the Lord alone shall be exalted on that day,” and it states: “A psalm, a
song for the Shabbat day” (Psalms 92:1), meaning a day, i.e., one thousand years,
that is entirely Shabbat. And it says in explanation of the equation between one day
and one thousand years: “For a thousand years in Your eyes are but like yesterday
when it is past, and like a watch in the night” (Psalms 90:4).
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The school of Eliyahu taught: Six thousand years is the duration of the world. Two
thousand of the six thousand years are characterized by chaos; two thousand years
are characterized by Torah, from the era of the Patriarchs until the end of the
mishnaic period; and two thousand years are the period of the coming of the
Messiah. (97b) That is the course that history was to take, but due to our sins that
time frame increased. The Messiah did not come after four thousand years passed,
and furthermore, the years that elapsed since then, which were to have been the

messianic era, have elapsed.

Haral MY nwRm DMRWA Mo 09 PR RTON R0 277 AR A7 379 17K 7Y nK
WR D AR 192 1R IR 792 YT OPR 7D 0K 12102 IR I02ANA 75 KR R TIT 13 POINKRA
5 72n0°R TR IR D N0 N RY R TY 'H AR 127 AR WK 37 YIY

Elijah the prophet said to Rav Yehuda, brother of Rav Sala Hasida: The world will
exist no fewer than eighty-five Jubilee cycles, or 4,250 years. And during the final
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Jubilee, the son of David will come. Rav Yehuda said to Elijah: Will the Messiah
come during the beginning of the Jubilee or during its end? Elijah said to Rav
Yehuda: I do not know. Rav Yehuda asked: Will this last Jubilee cycle end before the
Messiah comes or will it not yet end before his coming? Elijah said to him: I do not
know. Rav Ashi says: This is what Elijah said to him: Until that time do not
anticipate his coming; from this point forward anticipate his coming. Elijah did not
inform Rav Yehuda of the date of the coming of the Messiah.

Menahem ben Benjamin Recanati (Italian; 1223-1290) (exc.)
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The school of Eliyahu [sic] taught: “Six thousand years is the world, and one in
ruins, as it is stated: ‘And the Lord alone shall be exalted on that day”” (Isaiah 2:11).
How did they learn this from the creation of the world? Just as in the creation of the
world God was active for six days and rested on the seventh, so also with respect to
the millennia of the world’s existence, in that each divine “day” = 1,000 years. And
thus you find the correspondence of what occurs day by day with what occurs by
millennia. Pay attention to the fact that [the gemara] says “and one in ruins” and
not “in ruins afterwards.” The implication is that the world will be in ruins for only
one year, corresponding to the Sabbath. It also teaches that during that millennium
God will renew the world, after which it will return to its former state for a period of
seven sabbatical year cycles until the Holy Jubilee. In each of those cycles, moreover,

there will an increase in goodness compared to its predecessor, as I hinted above.

Maharsha = Shmuel Eidels (1555 - 1631); b. Krakdw, served as rabbi mainly in

Posen but also in several other communities
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And one in ruins, etc. - As it says previously (Sanhedrin 92b), what will become of
the righteous during those thousand years when God is renewing the world? God
makes eagles’ wings for them and they soar over the surface of the water. And that
“day” is a divine day = 1,000 years as it states below. Abaye says two in ruins, based
on [Hosea 6:2] along with the identification of a divine day as 1,000 years. He
means that God will sustain and support us during those two “days” = 2,000 years
while the world is in ruins. God will support the righteous and make eagles’ wings
for them. On the third day (= the third millennium), however, God will establish us

in a new world so that we might live in God’s presence.
Ben Yehoyada by Yosef Hayyim of Baghdad [Ben Ish Hai; 1835-1909]

DabR MWW MRAY MmN 0N AN ROR 1N ANRWI 139013 W A0 PR LN Tm
AR 7Y 13 PRI YT NAMPN 13 PRY TRA 18" A99N NKR UM Pav wInnm ,a0n v
SRD IPINM DY AP NI 210 191 K10 8HR HHa v 0w &S pon

And one in ruins — This does not mean completely desolate. Rather, the nature and
material found in the first 6,000 will be destroyed and renewed with different nature
and material, superior and very beautiful. Without admixture of evil and without
pain, hardship and torment; without any evil at all, but entirely good and pleasant,

completely repaired.
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When it says, “The world will exist no fewer than eighty-five Jubilee cycles,” it seems
to me that the sages are saying that the world exists by the merit of circumcision, as
it says, “As surely as I have established My covenant with day and night—the laws of
heaven and earth” (Jeremiah 33:25). Now n%n/milah (circumcision) has the
numerical value 85, and insofar as “my covenant” is Torah, Torah is dependent on
the mouth (n8/peh = 85), as it says, “They are life to him who finds them” (Proverbs
4:22), which the sages expounded as, “...to him who brings them forth orally (n51)”
(Eiruvin 54a). Therefore the world will exist for new fewer than 85 Jubilees, to teach
that the world exists by oral transmission of Torah [n83, lit. “by mouth” = by 85], or

by circumcision, which has the numerical value of 85.
Ramban (Spain; 1194-1270) on Leviticus 25:2

R nw'7 JPWRAD N3 90KIW Dwa 7 owy - " nav
“For the sake of YHWH, just as is stated of the Sabbath of Creation” — thus Rashi.
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This is not what the sages intended in their exposition, for all Sabbaths and festivals
are for the sake of YHWH, but not one of them specifies, “for YHWH.” It says,
rather, “it shall be a rest day for you” (Lev 23:24), and with respect to Yom Kippur,
“It shall be a sabbath of complete rest for you” (Lev 23:32). The full quotation from
the Sifrais: “A Sabbath for YHWH—just as it is stated of the Sabbath of Creation
(Exod 20:10), so also is it stated of the seventh year: a Sabbath for YHWH.” The
explanation is that that on the Sabbath for YHWH your God reported in Genesis, on
“the seventh day [God] ceased from work and was refreshed” (Exod 31:17), therefore
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you must not do any work. The same expression is used with respect to the

sabbatical year, the seventh in the cycle of years.’
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With this, the sages alerted us to one of the Torah’s greatest mystical concepts, to
which Abraham Ibn Ezra already alluded when he wrote, “Like the Sabbath day, and
there is an allusion here to the secret of the world’s duration.” Pay attention to what
I am permitted to tell you in my own words, and if you are worthy you will gain

understanding.
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I already have written [on Genesis 2:3] that the six days of creation represent the
duration of the world, “and the seventh day is a Sabbath for YHWH your God”
(Exod 20:10), for on it the Sabbath of the Great Name will occur, as we learn [in A/.
Tamid 7:4], “On the seventh day what psalm did the Levites sing? ‘A Psalm, a song
of the Sabbath day”—for the world to come, which will be entirely Sabbath and rest
for eternal life. The days [of Genesis 1] allude to what God created in the initial
creation, and the years [of the sabbatical cycle] refer to what will be for the duration
of the world’s existence. That is why Scripture is more stringent about the sabbatical
year than about all other negative commandments, imposing exile as punishment for
sexual transgressions (Lev 18:28), as it is said, [“Then 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” (Lev 26:34).

? Viz., both Sabbaths commemorate and signify divine rest, in contrast to the recurrent Sabbaths “for

”»

you.
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He repeated this matter many times: “Throughout 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]” (Lev 26:35); “For the land shall be forsaken of them, making up
for its sabbath years by being desolate of them” (Lev 26:43). And so we learn [in M.
Avot 5:9], “Exile comes for delaying justice, for perverting justice, and for neglecting
the sabbatical year,” for whoever denies [the sabbatical year] denies the doctrines of

creation and the world to come.
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Thus the prophet [Jeremiah] decreed exile as punishment for [failure to] release
servants in the seventh year, as it is said, “Thus said the Lord, the God of Israel: I
made a covenant with your fathers...saying: ‘In the seventh year each of you must let
go any fellow Hebrew who may be sold to you....” But now you have turned back and
have profaned My name; each of you has brought back the men and women whom
you had given their freedom, and forced them to be your slaves again” (Jer 34:13-16).
The sabbatical year and Jubilee also apply to the servant, and the Jubilee is known
from [the beginning of the Torah (Gen 1:1-2:4)].° In the Jubilee everything reverts
to its original state: “each of you to his holding and each of you to his family” (Lev

25:10). It is a firm foundation, and the faithful must be silent.* And what it says is,

? That is, the “release” associated with Sabbath and shemittah applies both to land and to people. In
both cases, “release” connotes reversion to the original state. The “completion” denoted by the word
1121 in Gen 2:1 refers both to the completion of the work of creation and to the end of the world.

* A play on Isaiah 28:16 referring to the strictures against divulging kabalistic secrets.



Alan Cooper, JTS

“the land shall observe a sabbath” (Lev 25:2) and “You shall proclaim release
throughout the land” (Lev 24:10), referring to the land of eternal life alluded to in
the first verse of Genesis,” about which it says “I will remember the land” (Lev
26:42). Ialready have mentioned this several times. Perhaps the sages alluded to
this in saying, “Fifty gates of understanding were created in the world, and all were
transmitted to Moses except for one” (Rosh Hashanah 21b), for each sabbatical is the
gate of one house. And so God informed Moses of all existence from beginning to

end except for the holy Jubilee.

Bahvya b. Asher (Spain; 1255-1340) on Lev 25:2. 8
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“the land shall observe a sabbath of the Lord” -God sanctified the seventh in days,
years, and sabbatical year cycles. Sanctified in days by calling the seventh “Sabbath,”
as it says, “the seventh day is a sabbath of the Lord your God” (Exod 20:10);
sanctified in years as shemittah (year of release; sabbatical year), also called
“Sabbath,” as it says, (Lev 25:2); sanctified in sabbatical years as Jubilee, called
“holy” as it says, “for it is a jubilee. It shall be holy to you” (Lev 25:12).
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> For Ramban, the “earth” in Genesis1:1-2 must be something different than the “earth” that God

names in 1:10.
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According to the literal meaning, “the land shall observe a sabbath of the Lord”
means that the land will be devoid of all human agricultural labor in the seventh
year—no plowing and no sowing, as it says, “Six years you may sow your field, etc.,
but in the seventh year the land shall have a sabbath of complete rest” (Lev 25:3-4).
It is even forbidden to harvest what has grown on its own without plowing.... The
general principle is that one may not behave towards one’s field according to the
custom of an owner (lit. lord) at all. Rather, all of its produce is abandoned for the
entire world: even the humblest Israelite is as worthy of it as he is. For this purpose
the Torah issued this commandment: so that all forms of governance and lordship
with respect to working the land would be annulled, in order for people to

understand that in principle, there is no lordship or governance except for the Lord
of All.
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According to the kabalistic interpretation, “the land shall observe a sabbath of the
Lord” corresponds to “one in ruins” (Sanhedrin 97a) in that it is entirely Sabbath
and rest for all eternity. It is the world to come following the resurrection. This is
the meaning of the shemittah, that the land is a ruin, devoid of all labor in the
seventh year, which is why the Torah is more stringent about observance of
shemittah than about any other negative commandment, decreeing exile for

violation... [continuation following Ramban].
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“[You shall count off] seven weeks of years—seven times seven years—so that the
period® of seven weeks of years [gives you a total of forty-nine years]”—what is the
need for adding the additional “gives you” (75 1m)? Wouldn’t we know that 7x 7 =
49?7 Perhaps the esoteric purpose is that the wording of this exalted commandment
is intended to clarify the present and allude to the future. The first number alludes
to the Jubilee commandment, namely the 49 years followed by the holy 50" year.
That is why it says “you shall count” with the expression sefirah (“counting”). The
second number refers to the Great Jubilee that marks the end of the world that will
exist for “49”: the number 49 related to days, years, thousands, and the gates of
understanding that were transmitted to Moses all allude to the same thing, namely
the duration of the world’s existence, as the beginning of Qohelet suggests in saying,
“But the earth remains the same forever” (1:4).” That is the “forever” of the world’s
Jubilee.
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This is the esoteric meaning of the 50 gates of understanding that were created in
the world, all but one of which were transmitted to Moses, as it says, “You have
made him little less than divine” (Psalm 8:6). The interpretation is that [God]
taught [Moses] one gate for each millennium, informing him of the world’s existence
from beginning to end except for the Holy Jubilee that is the 50 gate, the interior of
[the sefirah] binah [cf. Ezek 40:15]. And that is the esoteric meaning of “You have

made him little less (me af) than divine,” on account of the exceeding thinness and

® Literally, “the days of,” essential to Bahya’s interpretation. Cf. Judaica Press: “And you shall count
for yourself seven sabbatical years, seven years seven times. And the days of these seven sabbatical
years shall amount to forty nine years for you” [my emphasis].

7 Thus JPS, but Bahya interprets the verse to mean, “The earth will exist until the o/am = the Great
Jubilee.”
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interiority of hinah among the divine gates (=sefirof). Thus it indicates the number
of millennia according to this number: 7 1Y/ ve-hayu lekha, ¥ connoting existence
[mmin/ havvayah] and adding "2 [“days of” = millennia of] numbering 75 [30+20=50].
And thus it says 7 79 ¥ [“the days for you are” = the world will exist will be for 50
millennia]. David alluded to this in saying, “Your kingdom is a kingdom of all times
(kol olamim) (Psalm 145:13), and explicitly, “the promise He gave for a thousand
generations (dor)” (Psalm 105:8), for doris like o/am, namely 50 years [= millennia].

The words 92 and 7% bear the same allusion. Now this is clear.

The Tree of Life
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