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Shemitah: 
Bursting  
With Life

They look to us now shriveled, their outer 
appearance is meager, but inside they are 
full of life and content. We circumvent the 
observance of shemitah (the Sabbatical year) 
by selling the land to a non-Jew…But in these 
minute grains great potential for growth is 
contained, for all that they long, for all that 
has grown in the past, and all that they will 
eventually produce (Eretz Chefetz 3:6).

Rav Kook expresses the idea that together 
with the return to the Land, the Jewish peo-
ple are also becoming reacquainted with 
the many mitzvot which they were unable 
to observe during the long exile. However, 
these mitzvot, by and large, are unable yet 
to be fully observed. 

He cites the highly debated issue of Shem-
itah, allowing the Land to lie fallow in the 
seventh year: At this time, Rav Kook writes, 
we are forced to “circumvent the obser-
vance of Shemitah by selling the Land to a 
non-Jew…”. 

It is striking that Rav Kook cites this con-
crete example which undoubtedly was a 
watershed moment in the early years after 
arriving to the Land of Israel: Namely, the 
Shemitah controversy, which arose in 5670 
(1910). 

Farmers were working hard to sustain 
their incomes in a new Land. Rav Kook, 
upon settling in Yaffo, was forced to face the 
controversial issue of how farmers are to fol-
low the Torah command that obligates them 
to refrain from tending to their agriculture 
for a full year.

In the light of the economic realities of 
the time and the unbearable hardships 
that would be incurred by an overly strin-
gent attitude, Rav Kook defended the earlier 
(5649/1899) ruling of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan 
Spector of Kovno that the prohibition of 
working the Land on the Sabbatical year 
may be circumvented by selling the Land to 
a non-Jew. 

Rav Kook’s heter mechira (“dispensation 
by sale”), as it is known, placed him in a most 
unenviable position. On the one hand, many 
of his rabbinical colleagues were outraged 
by his permissive attitude and called for 
literal observance of the law. On the other 
hand, antireligious elements among the cha-
lutzim (pioneers) mocked the entire concept 
of Shemitah - including, or especially, the 
“legal fiction” of selling the Land to a non-
Jew for the duration (actually two years). 

Rav Kook defended the ha’aramah or 
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circumvention as a necessary hora’at sha’ah 
(emergency measure), which preserves 
intact the aspiration to complete fulfillment 
of the commandment in the future, though 
taking into account the vicissitudes of the 
present. (Orot, Naor’s translation and notes, 
pp. 277-278) 

In his work Shabbat Ha’aretz Rav Kook 
explicates his permissive attitude to the prac-
tical implementation of Shemitah in his day. 
He reveals, in the lengthy introduction, the 
philosophic richness and kabbalistic depth 
of the mitzvah. The conceptual underpin-
nings that Rav Kook gives to the halachot of 
Shemitah and Yovel (the Jubilee year), is one 
of Rav Kook’s exceptional contributions to 
the domain of Taamei HaMizvot, the ratio-
nale of the mitzvot. 

Rav Kook perceived in the laws of Shemi-
tah profound spiritual meaning:

“What Shabbat does for the individual, 
Shemitah does for the nation as a whole. The 
Jewish people, in whom the Godly, creative 
force is planted eternally and distinctively, 
has a special need to periodically reveal the 
divine light within itself with full intensity. 
Our mundane lives, with their toil, anxiety, 
anger, and competition, do not entirely suf-
focate this creative force. During Shemitah, 
our pure, inner spirit may be revealed as it 
truly is.” (Introduction to Shabbat HaAretz, 
Sinclair, p. 57)

The weekly Shabbat was given to facili-
tate the holiness of the individual whilst the 
Shemitah and Yovel years prohibiting farm 
work and private ownership over its prod-
ucts and proclaim freedom to the enslaved, 
were directed at investing the whole nation 
with a spirit of forgiveness and repentance 
and remedying the injustices of the past. 


