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“The seventh year shall be a complete rest for the land, a 
Sabbath for God; your field you shall not sow and your vineyard 

you shall not prune”  
(Vayikra 25:4)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) –  Vayikra 25:1-13
God instructs Moshe to tell the nation about the mitzvot of Shemitah. Every 
seventh year, the Land is ‘rested’ and no agricultural work is permitted. It is also 
forbidden to sell Shemitah produce for profit. 
After seven cycles of seven years, the 50th year is designated as the Yovel 
(Jubilee) year. As well as the Land again being left fallow, servants go free and 
certain types of ancestral properties return to their original owners.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 25:14-18
It is forbidden to cheat anyone in business. Careful observance of the laws of 
Shemitah will ensure that Israel dwells safely in the Land (Rashi).
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“It is a Yovel (jubilee), it will be the year of fifty... It will be a 
sanctuary for you.” (Vayikra 25:11-12) 

Understood simply, this 
verse is talking about 
the Yovel year which 
occurred every fifty 
years in Biblical Israel, 

a year when fields in Israel would 
not be tended, fields that had been 
sold would revert to their original 
owners and Jewish slaves would go 
free. Perhaps the term Yovel, which 
can mean a horn, refers to the shofar 
blown on Yom Kippur in the Yovel 
year to announce that Yovel had 
begun and its special laws had taken 
effect.   

But in his work Agra d’Kallah, 
Rabbi Zvi Elimelech Spira of Dinov 
(1783-1841) understands this verse in 
a way that makes it relevant to us all, 
even nowadays when the Yovel year 
is not designated and its laws do not 
apply. He bases his interpretation on 
the fact that there are fifty levels of 
holiness. The number fifty hints at 
the peak of spirituality, the ultimate 
return to God from all the distractions 
and errors of this world.  

Let us then understand Yovel as a 
year when spiritual perfection is up 
for grabs.  
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3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 25:19-24
God promises that the people will not go hungry if they 
observe Shemitah – He will provide sufficient produce 
in the sixth year to last all the way into the eighth year 
(Rashi).

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 25:25-28
When someone becomes so impoverished that they have 
to sell part of their ancestral heritage, their relatives 
should endeavour to purchase it back on their behalf.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 25:29-3
In certain walled cities, a seller has the right to re-

purchase a house in the first year after its sale. This does 
not apply in non-walled cities. There are 48 Levite cities 
in Israel; the laws pertaining to its fields and houses 
differ from other cities. One is forbidden to lend money 
with interest.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 25:39-46
After someone becomes a servant in an attempt to 
escape from his poverty, his owner is not allowed to 
burden him with unnecessary or overly taxing work. 
His relatives have a duty to try to release him from his 
servitude by buying out the rest of his contract from his 
owner.

The Yovel year, says our verse, is 
the ‘year of fifty’, a year when we are 
all blessed with a special capacity 
to raise ourselves to the closest 
possible bond with God.  

The Yovel laws are remarkable. 
In the Yovel year, slaves go free and 
we do not tend our crops, because 
such a perfect relationship with the 
Divine, founded on faith and love, 
entails freedom from the burden of 
sustenance and enables us to focus 
on God and His Torah.  

But spiritual life does not mean 
starvation. Yovel is described as a 
sanctuary because when we live in 
purity and holiness, God channels our 
sustenance not through our farming 
but through our Temple service, just 
as the Psalmist says (Tehillim 20:3): 
“[God] will send your help from the 
sanctuary, and from Zion He will 
support you.” When we pour water 
on the Temple altar, God blesses us 
with rain. Our thanksgiving offerings 
of flour and oil bring down the 
blessing of abundant crops. Through 
daily offerings of lambs, we pledge 
to follow God like a lamb follows 
the flock, and God responds in kind, 

caring for us as our loving Shepherd. 
Even nowadays, when we have 

no Yovel year, a fragment of the 
Yovel holiness may still be within 
our grasp. We can discern this from 
the momentous story of the giving 
of the Torah on Mount Sinai fifty 
days after the Exodus from Egypt. 
The whole encounter was concluded 
with the sound of a shofar, described 
as a yovel (Shemot 19:13). Maybe 
our acceptance of the Torah fifty 
days into our nationhood had the 
same effect, opened the same doors, 
brought us to the same heights as 
the Yovel year would every fifty years 
in Israel. 

In truth, we pledge ourselves 
anew to the study and observance 
of the Torah every day in our 
prayers, asking that God help us to 
understand, to study and teach, to 
observe and perform and fulfil all 
the words of the Torah with love. 
Maybe the fiftieth level of holiness 
is up for grabs whenever we study 
and observe the Torah. Every day, the 
Yovel goal is set before us, and its 
promises of freedom and sanctity are 
all within reach. 

Every day, 
the Yovel goal 
is set before 
us, and its 
promises 
of freedom 
and sanctity 
are all within 
reach.



Shavuot, which this 
year begins after 
Shabbat on 4th June, 
is known as Zman 
Matan Torateinu – the 

time when the Jewish people were 
given the Torah. Whilst we celebrate 
this event annually, we refer to it 
on a daily basis when we recite the 
berachot (blessings) before studying 
Torah and praise God for choosing 
us from amongst all the nations and 
giving us the Torah.

There is actually a series of 
berachot (p.14 in the Green Siddur) 
that are recited each morning for 
the mitzvah of Torah study, though 
the rabbinic commentators on the 
Talmud are divided as to whether 
these constitute two blessings – 
corresponding to the study of the 
Written Torah and the Oral Torah – or 
three blessings – corresponding to 
Bible, Mishnah and Talmud study. 
There is some discussion amongst 
the rabbinic authorities about the 
nature of these berachot. According 
to Nachmanides (1194-1270) there is 
a mitzvah from the Torah to say them 
every day before commencing Torah 
study, whereas Maimonides (1138-
1204) is of the opinion that they are 
a Rabbinic ordinance. Rabbi Yechiel 

Michel Epstein (1829-1908) in his 
commentary to the Shulchan Aruch 
(entitled the Aruch Hashulchan) 
suggests that Maimonides also 
believes that they are mandated 
by the Torah, but that they are part 
of the mitzvah of daily Torah study, 
rather than an independent mitzvah.

Some people stay awake 
throughout the night on Shavuot, 
learning Torah at a Tikkun Leil 
Shavuot. A question that arises when 
they begin the Shacharit service at 
dawn is whether they should also 
recite the daily Torah blessings. 
Essentially the question is – are 
these berachot to be said once a 
day, like tefillah, in which case they 
need to be said even if a person has 
not slept during the night? Or are 
they berachot on doing a mitzvah, 
which remain valid until there is a 
significant interruption such as going 
to sleep for the night, in which case 
they would not need to be recited 
early on Shavuot morning if one has 
not slept? The commentaries on the 
Shulchan Aruch are divided on the 
matter – the Magen Avraham (Rabbi 
Avraham Gombiner, 1633-1683) 
opines that they should be recited, 
whereas the Mishnah Berurah (Rabbi 
Yisrael Meir Kagan, 1838-1933) rules 

not to say them. In some shuls, the 
problem is avoided by designating 
someone who has slept during the 
night to come to shul and to recite 
them on behalf of everyone else.

Since these berachot are recited 
on the mitzvah of Torah study, 
the practice is to read some brief 
passages from the Torah and 
Talmud after saying the blessings. 
There is a debate amongst the 
Shulchan Aruch and its associated 
commentaries about whether the 
passages must be read out loud or 
whether it is sufficient just to think 
about them. In essence, this can be 
understood as a debate about the 
very nature of Torah study – if one 
just thinks about Torah ideas and 
mulls them around in their head, 
have they fulfilled the mitzvah of 
studying Torah? The Vilna Gaon 
(1720-1797) was of the opinion that 
they have done so, because a verse 
in Sefer Yehoshua (The Book of 
Joshua, 1:8) exhorts us to meditate 
on the words of the Torah day 
and night and thus he maintained 
that one can say the daily Torah 
berachot even if one is only going 
to be thinking about words of Torah, 
though other authorities contested 
this ruling.

In memory of Harav Yisrael ben Eliyahu z”l

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 25:47-26:2
If a Jewish servant is sold to a non-Jew, the same obligation applies to his relatives to release him. We are reminded to 
avoid idol worship, keep Shabbat and revere the Temple.

Point to Consider: Why are these three particular mitzvot mentioned together? (see Ramban to 26:1)

by Rabbi Daniel Roselaar, Alei Tzion United Synagogue

Birkot HaTorah - 
Blessings over the Torah



In memory of Harav Yitzchak Yoel ben Shlomo Halevi z”l

Haftarah
Set upon the background of the impending destruction of the First Temple, God tells the prophet Yirmiyahu (Jeremiah) 
to go and redeem an ancestral field belonging to his cousin Chanamel. Whilst Yirmiyahu does as instructed, he appeals 
afterwards to God, questioning why this purchase was requested of him, seeing as the Land was about to be conquered 
by the enemy.

Rambam (Maimonides 
1138-1204), in the 
first chapter of Hilchot 
Terumot (the laws 
pertaining to gifts of 

produce to the Kohanim), states that 
with regard to such gifts, there are 
three different regions. 

First, there is the Land of Israel 
where the laws of Teruma and 
Ma’aser (tithes) apply according 
to Torah law. Secondly, there is 
Chutz La’Aretz, countries outside 
Israel, where the laws do not apply. 
(Nevertheless, as noted in our 
earlier article on Egypt, the Prophets 
extended the application of the laws 
to Babylonia because of its proximity 
to the Land of Israel and its large 
Jewish population, and Mishnaic 
Sages extended the rules to Egypt and 
Amon/Moav in Transjordan because 
they bordered the Land of Israel). 
Thirdly, says Rambam, is the hybrid 
region of Syria which in some aspects 
is treated as the Land of Israel and in 
other cases as Chutz La’Aretz.

Its hybrid nature is due to the fact 
that large swathes of what is now 
contemporary Syria, were conquered 
by King David (II Shmuel ch.10 and I 
Divrei HaYamim ch.19). These areas 
include the Damascus and Aleppo 
(Chalab) regions and much of Syria 

up to and beyond the Euphrates 
River, including the ancestral home of 
Avraham and family in Charan, Upper 
Mesopotamia.

The Talmud determines that 
despite King David capturing this 
vast region with a national army, the 
victory was regarded as a conquest 
by an individual because it should 
not have been undertaken until 
the Israelites had liberated all the 
Land of Israel from the Canaanites, 
and this had not yet happened. As 
a result, says Rambam, Syria was 
neither in the category of the Land of 
Israel nor Chutz La’aretz. Therefore, 
in some laws it has the status of the 
Land of Israel and in some the status 
of Chutz La’aretz.

The Talmud (Gittin 8a) sets out the 
three aspects in which it is treated 
as the Land of Israel and the three 
where it is considered to be Chutz 
La’Aretz. One of its features which 

make it akin to the Holy Land, is that 
its produce is subject to the laws of 
Teruma and Ma’aser and also to the 
laws of Shemitah, the Sabbatical 
year (such as the one we are in 
at present – 5782 in the Jewish 
calendar).

The last words of the final Mishna 
in Tractate Challah (4:11) report that 
a man called Ariston brought his 
‘First Fruits’ (Bikkurim) to Jerusalem 
from the Syrian city of Apamea, and 
they were accepted in accordance 
with the saying, “he who purchases 
a field in Syria, is as if he had bought 
property in a Jerusalem suburb.”

The ruins of the ancient Greek-
Roman city of Apamea are on the 
banks of the Orontes River, about 34 
miles northwest of Hama, Syria. The 
remains include a lengthy Roman 
colonnade and a Roman theatre 
which is estimated to have had a 
capacity of 20,000.

Foreign Places in the Mishna  

by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services  
and Registrar of the London Beth Din

Part Twenty-Two: Syria I

Ruins of Apamea in Syria



In memory of Chaya Rachel bat Moshe Ben-tzion z”l

In our last article we 
covered the puzzling 
penultimate story of 
King Shaul’s (Saul’s) 
life. Facing battle 

with the Philistines and unable to 
communicate with God, Shaul turns 
to an outlawed sorceress to raise 
the prophet Shmuel from the dead. 
He receives harsh rebuke from the 
prophet and is told that he will 
die together with his sons in the 
following day’s battle. 

This raises a fundamental 
question. Does Judaism really 
believe in witchcraft and sorcery? 
There are many approaches to this 
story; we will briefly summarise the 
main ones. 

The Talmud (Sanhedrin 65b) 
explains that this story did indeed 
take place as recorded: a sorceress 
raised Shmuel from the dead to give 
a prophecy to Shaul. The sorceress 
screams when Shmuel appears, not 
because she is surprised that she 
has raised the dead, but because 
she realises that it is the king in 
disguise who stands before her (1 
Shmuel 28:12).

Rabbi Saadia Gaon (10th century, 
Babylon) claims that this sorceress 
is a fake, but that God raises 
Shmuel from the dead through 
her in order to give Shaul this 
final prophecy. According to this 
approach, the woman screams 

1 Nechama Leibowitz, Torah Insights p.155.

because she is shocked to see 
someone actually rise from the dead 
when she normally just pretends to 
do so! 

Why would God need to act 
through a sorceress instead of 
giving Shaul the prophecy through 
the regular channels, especially 
when Shaul tried these at the start 
of the chapter? Perhaps it is to 
highlight Shaul’s final downfall. 
Noted Israeli Torah educator 
Nechama Leibowitz (1905-1997) 
recalls how a student of hers once 
answered this question: “Shaul 
was not worthy of receiving a 
prophecy through the [High Priest’s] 
breastplate whose bearers (the 
priests of Nov) he had murdered, 
so he was answered in the murky 
abode of the sorceress.” 1

In a third approach, Rabbi Shmuel 
ben Chofni (Gaon of Sura, Babylon, 
11th century) asserts that the 
entire prophecy was made up by 
the sorceress, playing on Shaul’s 
obvious fears on the eve of battle. 

This is the most tragic approach. 
We will see in a few chapters that 
Shaul’s death was largely based 
on this prophecy: he falls on his 
own sword rather than be captured 
by the enemy, believing that he is 
anyway meant to die on that day. 

Finally, Ralbag (Rabbi Levi Ben 
Gershon, 1288–1344, France) states 
that the entire incident occurs only 
in Shaul’s mind. This is supported 
by the description of him having “no 
strength for he had not eaten any 
food all day and all night” (1 Shmuel 
28:20). He would have been in a 
state of exhaustion and confusion. 
This also links to Shaul’s propensity 
for experiencing dark and dismal 
moods.

Dr Yael Zeigler, lecturer in Tanach 
at Herzog College, Israel, presents 
this as the last in a long line of 
failures in Shaul’s reign. Here at the 
end of his life, he has a chance to 
listen to God (albeit to God’s silence) 
and face battle bravely as a king 
should. However, Shaul is unable 
to accept God’s silence and pushes 
for a response through illegitimate 
means. He is punished for doing so 
and God sends him a harsh message 
from an unreliable source.

Essentially, this story is about 
communication with God. Once 
again, David, the next king, will 
show that everything depends on 
getting this communication right.

Sefer Shmuel  (the Book of Samuel)
Chapter 28: Part 2  
Was This Sorceress for Real?  
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and 
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

Shaul is unable to 
accept God’s silence 
and pushes for a 
response through 
illegitimate means.



מחזור קורן מגלות לגאולה

Available from:
www.theus.org.uk/machzor

FROM EXILE 
TOWARDS REDEMPTION MACHZOR

Yom Hashoah | Yom Hazikaron | Yom Ha’atzmaut | Yom Yerushalayim

From Exile Towards Redemption is a ground-
breaking machzor which commemorates 
those unique modern days which relate both 
to the Shoah and to the State of Israel

ONLY £15  
including P&P  
(UK orders only)

Produced by the US & Koren Publishers, the machzor includes prayers, 
inspirational stories and essays from contributors past and present 

including:
Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis, Natan Sharansky, 

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks zt”l and Golda Meir




