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Rosh Hashan'ah feature stories: Israel 

"And six years you shall sow the land, and gather in the increase thereof; but 
the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow ... " WZPS photo cO/lrtesy ofNeot 
K edllm;m. . 

Shmitta - the seventh year challenge 
Technological advances enable farmers to observe the laws of shmitta without incur-
ring financ'ialloss . 
By CHANA FALIK 

r ~ 'ihis upcoming ~osh Hashana~ marks theonsetof 

t, another sabbatical year (shmltta) for the Land of 
. Israel, a year which is, according to Dr. I. 

Grunfeld's two-volume The Jewish Dietmy Laws, "a 
test of supreme trust in God and his providential care 
for Israel." 

Indeed, no other halachic subject is fraught with 
more challenges for the observant Jew. Torah and 
science, Judaism and technology, halacha and modem 
life - these dichotomies of Jewish life are magnified in 
shmitta. 

Shmitta is as complex as it is fascinating, although at 
first glance, it seems very straightforward: "And six 
years you shall sow the land, and gather in the increase 
thereof; but the seventh year you shalllel it rest and lie 
fallow, that the poor of your people may eat, and what 
they leave, the beast of the field shall eat. In like manner 
you shall deal w.ith your vineyard, and with your 
oliveyard." (Exodus 23: I 0-11) And, "At the end of 
seven years you shall make a release. And this is the 
manner of the release: every creditor shall release thal 
which he has lent to his neighbor; he shall not demand 
it of his neighbor, because the Lord's release has been 

. proclaimed." (Deuteronomy 15: 1-2) 
While shmittat caspit - the annulment of all money 

debts - is not dependent upon one'8 domicile, Rabbinic 
law states that shmittat karkait - the "release" of the 
land, allowing it to lie fallow - is dependent upon 
Israel "s possession of the land. Rabbinic law also for
bids planting, ploughing and the pruning of trees _ 

logical extensions of the prohibitions forbidding sow
ing, harvesting, pruning vines and picking grapes, but 
not directly mentioned as such in the written Torah. 
Rabbinic law also prohibits cleaning stones, weeding, 
manuring, hoeing, watering and other forms of agricul
tural activities. The produce oflhe seventh year, which 
grows on its own, is permitted for food. 

The Sages of the TalmUd also prohibited use of 
produce from aftergrowth - growth from seeds which, 
accidentally fell to the ground in the sixth year and 
grew of their own in the seventh year. Produce., 
permissable for food may neither be traded nor used for 
animal food, but be declared ownerless. Produce of the 
seventh year may be used only for food and drink, for 
annointing, for lighting purposes and for dyeing. Since 
the sabbatical year produce is sanctified, the peels, 
skins and other non-edible parts of produce must not be 
thrown away but rather put into a container until they 
decay, whereupon they may be discarded. 

According to Dr. Grunfeld, the fate of the people of 
Israel and their dwelling in the Holy Land depends 
upon their obedience to the Laws of God: "In the 
Jewish belief, the physical universe depends on the 
moral universe, and as far as the Holy Land is con
cerned, it is clearly pronounced in the Torah that rain 
and the productivity of the soil, and even Israel's 
sojourn in the Holy Land are conditioned by Israel's. 
loyalty to the Divine Law: Wherefore you shall do My 
statutes and keep My ordinances and do them; and you 
shall.dwell in the land in safety.' (Lev 25: 18). 
(Cont. on page B27. See "Shmitta".) 
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Rosh HaShanah feature stories: Israel 
Shmitta 
(Coot. from page B26.) 

ise to observe the Sab
batical year in the future 
formed part of the cov
enant on the return from 
Babylon under Ezra the 
Scribe. 

enable farmers to observe 
the laws of shmitta with
out incurring financial 
loss. The Institute has a 
very extensive website in 
Hebrew (shmita.daat.ac.il) 
chock full of information 
for the reI igiously observ
ant farmer and gardener. 

On the other hand, we 
are warned 'that the land 
vomit not you out also, 
when you defile it, as it Ev idence exists that 

shmitta was observed 
during the rule of Julius 
Cl;lesar (109-44 BCE), 
and later under Alexan
der the Great (30 CE). 
The Roman historian 
Cornelius Tacitus (54-
120 CE) referred to it, 
and Josephus the Jewish. 
historian reported the 
Maccabean Jews re-

vomited out the nation 
that was before you.' 
(Lev: 18:28) There is a 
special conformity and 
in terdependence between 
the natural and the moral 
law in Israel, and the very 
land itself revolts against 
immorality and lawless
ness. On this the Torah is 
very insistent." 

SEEDS PLANTED 
DEEPER 

PUNISHMENT 
A WAITS THOSE 
WHO IGNORE 

SHMITTA LA WS 
TheTalmud is veryspe

cific <about the punish
ment awaiting those who 
choose to ignore shmitta 
laws: "Pestilence comes 
to the world ... for mak
ing forbidden use of the 
fruits of the Sabbatical 
year." (Ethics of the Fa
thers, Chapter 5:8) , 

mained faithful to the 
laws ofshmitta even dur
ing their war against the 
Greeks. 

Among the reseach re
sults of the institute are 
the planting of seeds be
fore the beginning of the 
shmitta year to a depth 
much deeper than usual 
to delay germination un
til after the later rains; 

. chemical impregnation of 
seeds which aim to delay 
growth; the development 
of a special pruning hook 
which acts like a 

And "Exile comes to 
the world for idolatry, for 
incest, for murder, and 
for not leaving the earth 
at rest during the Sab
batical year" (Ethics of 
the Fathers, Chapter 5:9). 

According to Dr. 
Grunfeld, shmitta '"intro
duces not only morals but 
also metaphysics into the 
economy of the Jewish 
Commonwealth ... The 
metaphysical character of 
Jewish national existence 
and history is transferred 
by the Torah to the land 
of Israel, the function of 
its state life and the struc
ture of its economy. 

"This is not an easy 
thing to accept in this 
world of earthly'rcalities 
ruled by natural laws. " 

It is not surprising to 
see the Torah itself ad
dress this very problem: 
"And if you should say: 
'What shall we cat the 
seventh year? Behold, we 
may not sow nor gather 
in our increase', then I 
will command My bless
ing upon you in the sixth 
year, anll it shall bring 
forth produce for the three 
years." (Lev 25: 20-21). 
OBSERVANCE HAS 

ALWAYS POSED 
PROBLEMS 

Shmittaobservance has 
always been problematic. 
According to the Talmud, 
the seventy year 
Babylonian exile was due 
to the seventy sabbatical 
and Jubilee years which 
were not observed during 
the first Jewish Common
wealth. An explicit prom-

During the Middle 
Ages, Nahmonides (the 
Rambam), who spent his 
last years in the Holy 
Land, witnessed the ob
servance of shmitta. 
Isaiah Horowitz, a late 
16th century biblical 
commentator, immi
grated to the Holy Land 
in 1621, and complained 
in letters how shmitta was 
neglected because of eco
nomic conditions. 

Renewed Jewish settle
ment in the Holy Land in 
the late 1800's led not 
only to more widespread 
Jewish ownership of the 
land, but to the great 
halachic debates between 
the most revered Torah 
scholars of the generation 
over shmitta observance. 

One century and many 
sabbatical years later, this 
controversy continues: Is 
the Rabbinic heter 
mechira (special dispen
sation), which permits the 
temporary sale of land in 
Eretz Yisrael as a legally 
permissive way of over
coming the strictures of 
the law of shmitta in par
ticularly difficult cir,cum
stances, temporary or has 
it become permanent? 

tourniqut, cutting offwa
tercirculation from vines, 
thus allowing the ends to 
fall off on their own; and 
experimentatio~ with bi
ennial crops, which need 
not be sown during the 
shmitta year. 

Although the Torah for
bids sowing in the field _ 
meaning an open field or 
an area of soil which is 
not covered, and where 
the seed is in direct con
tact with the soil - there 
are sowing-like activities 
which are permissable. 
These include sowing or 
planting on a plot of land 
which is covered and sur
rounded by a wall or fence 
of at least 10 hand
breadths in height; this is 
not considered a "field", 
but rather, a "house." 
Sowing in a plant pot 
which has no hole for 
drainage and which 
stands in a walled and 
covered place, would also 
not be considered as sow-
ing in the field, as there is 
no direct contact between 
the seed and the soil of 
the open field. Eventu
ally, these young shoots 
are transferred to the field, 
together with the soil at
tached to them in such a 
manner that the roof and 
the fencing are not re
moved in the procees. 

Crops grown by water 
culture (hydoponics), us
ing gravel, straw or sand 
beds are also allowed. 
These also result in re
duced water consumption . 
and root diseases, and a 
greater yield per dunam. 

Since shmitta laws in 
our time are considered 
to be Rabbinic, as op
posed to scriptural in na-

There is growing op
position to the continua
tion of the heter. Spur
ring this opposition was 
Rabbi A vraham Isaiah 
Karelitz, who, in a paper 
published in 1935, re
jected the land-sale solu
tion to the problems of 
shmitta. He ruled we 
should do all in our power 
and all that is legally per- . 
mitted in the seventh year 
to utilize natural and sci
entific means to over
come the difficulties 
posed by shmitta. Rabbi 
Karelitz helped found the 
Institute for Agricultural 
Research According to 
the Torah, where experi
ments are, being made to 

ture, most. halachic au
thorities permit these 
kinds of indirect sowing. 

Regarding the Torah 

prohibition against reap
ing and harvesting for 
other than one's personal 
and family needs, the 
Rabbi Karelitz made a 
ruling in keeping with the 
spirit of the Torah law: 
Since the Torah permits 
making shmitta produce 
common property among 
the entire community, it 
is permissable for farm
ers to bring their surplus 
produce to a common 
storehouse and for that 
storehouse to act as the 

. farming communi ty' s 
agent by selling the pro
duce on the market, 
thereby benefitting the 
community as well as the 
individual. 

Incredible advances in 
agronomics inspired the 
founding of many other 
other research facilities, 
such as Zomet Institute 
in Alon Shvut and the 
Torah and Land Institute 
in Gush Katif. TheZomet 
Institute developed the 
"shmitton" apparatus for 
farmers relying on the 
temporary sale of land, 
which permits activities 
such as sowing and 
ploughing, if done indi
rectly - or, literally, "with 
a difference".' The 
shmitton is attached to the 
back of the tractor where 
it intercedes with the trac
tor's plows at regular in
tervals, causing bald spots 
to appeat in the field, and 
thus a "difference" in the 
normal way of sowing 
and ploughing. 

Whichever way Israe
lis observe the sabbatical 
rest this year, one thing is 
clear: science, technol
ogy, and an increased in
terest in observing 
shmitta "by the book" are 
going to make it the most 
challenging shmitta year 
ever. 

- WZPS. 

Happy New Year to all our 
Jewish Friends and Customers 
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Happy Rosh Hashanah 

Sam would like to wish all his 
customers and friends the 
very best in the New Year. 
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