The Jubilee

Two things about me inform my thinking about the Jubilee and Shmita which are dealt with in this week’s Parasha.  One is that I am an aging hippie who still gravitates to earthy and cosmic things and two is that as a Reform Jew by upbringing I still hearken to the social justice message of Judaism.  The Jubilee and Shmita resonate with both of these aspects. 

Many hippie leaning Jews sought out mystical connections to the universe in Eastern and nativist religions but I’ve been inspired by how Judaism responds to the physical cycles of earth, sun and moon as fundamental in our religious observance.  The Jubilee is the longest cosmic cycle observed by Judaism.  The shortest cosmic cycle is of course the rotation of the earth each day with its cycle of prayers, each responding to sunrise and sunset.  The next level is formed by the days of the week and its Shabbat rest proclaimed in ברשית . The start of the week is proclaimed by the observation of 3 stars.
The next longest cosmic cycle is the revolution of the moon.  This too is proclaimed at the sighting of the reappearance of the new moon.  The first night of Sukkot, being the middle of the month of Tishri always has a full moon to shine through the schach of the sukkah.  At the end of the seven days of Sukkot a special closing holiday Shmini Atzeret occurs.
We are now on the 40th day of the Omer, counting the next longest Jewish cycle, the 7 weeks leading from slavery to spiritual freedom with the receiving of the Torah on Shavuot.  Shavuot is the closing holiday at the end of this 7 times 7 day cycle.

The next cosmic cycle we observe is the revolution of the earth around the sun, or the solar year.  This doesn’t have an obvious astronomical event like sunset or the new moon but has a gradual, but overwhelming effect on all forms of life in the seasons.  The harmonization of the solar calendar with the lunar calendar, an ancient Jewish achievement, still amazes me.
Just like the Shabbat rest proclaimed on the seventh day, rest for the land is proclaimed in the seventh or Shmita year.  All Jewish land in Eretz Israel is to lie fallow its fruits are ownerless, debts are to be forgiven and slaves freed.

The Jubilee year culminates the longest cosmic cycle.  All Jewish land is supposed to revert to its original tribal owners.  Just as we count 7 days to the Shabbat and 7 weeks of the Omer, we count 7 years to the Shmita or Sabbatical year cycle and 7 Shmita cycles to the Jubilee. Jewish life is thus grounded in the celestial mechanics of G-d’s universe.
Now for the social justice aspect of the shmita and jubilee: What a radical concept! Every 7 years debts are forgiven and slaves emancipated.  Every 50 years everyone starts over with their figurative 40 acres and mule, on a level playing field.  Imagine that!  An entire economic reboot.  All land goes back to the original owners, no one is under water on their mortgage. The Torah says in our paraha,“Every man shall return to his hereditary property.”  “The land is mine, you are but resident aliens under my authority.”

The shmita year has been practiced in Jewish history and also currently in the State of Israel.  Professor Marcia Gelpe spoke eloquently about the economic disruptions the fallow year has engendered and how the Rabbis have ruled on different ways of dealing with it.  The Shmita year’s cancellation of debts was enough of a problem for commerce that already Rabbi Hillel allowed the procedure of the Prozbul, or assignment of debts to the Beit Din which could then collect them after the Shmita year.  Otherwise credit would have dried up towards the end of the Shmita cycle.

But the Jubilee, can you imagine the scene?  Did it really ever take place?  In the times of the Torah and Mishnah land was the overwhelming basis for the economy.  Returning the land to the tribal members as ordained in the Torah would have had much more of an economic impact then than it would today.  Tremendous disruption would have taken place.  People would have rebelled, just imagine a biblical Tea Party!  The Torah recognizes this in saying that land transactions must reckon with the Jubilee and place a value on the land in terms of the number of crops until the Jubilee.  This was done so as not to freeze up the land market in the years before the Jubilee.  Even taking this into account, I would imagine that the impending Jubilee would have put a huge damper on the economy.
Sifra states that since the exile of the tribes east of the Jordan in 722 BCE the Jubilee was not in force, since it was supposed to apply to “all the inhabitants of the land.” In 2nd temple times it was not in practice.  Indeed, scholars can find no record of the land redistribution called for in today’s Parasha ever happening.  
Still, the ideal of such an institution remains a continual inspiration to us to strive for social justice.  The quote from our parasha “Proclaim Liberty throughout the land and unto all the inhabitants thereof” is engraved on the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia.
The idea of a Jubilee remains a widespread inspiration.  In googling Jubilee I found an organization called Jubilee USA which tries to organize Jewish, Christian and Moslem congregations to promote social justice by canceling 3rd world debt. 

I hope that the ideal of the shmita and Jubilee will help us to acknowledge G-d’s ultimate sovereignty over the land and its produce and cause us to remain vigilant against tyranny and oppression in all its forms.  Let the beautiful metaphor of the cycles of Shabbat, the Omer, Shmita and Jubilee inspire us in the upcoming celebration of our receiving of the Torah on Shavuot.

Shabbat Shalom.

