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BEHAR
SHEMITTAH: 

DEEPENING THE RELATIONSHIP

Parashas Behar begins with Hashem speaking to Moshe Rabbeinu 
on Har Sinai regarding the mitzvah of shemittah – the commandment 
to landowners in Eretz Yisrael to leave their land lie fallow for a full 
year every seven years. The rest of the parashah discusses in detail 
various regulations regarding the treatment of the poor. We are 
commanded to support those who have fallen on hard times. For 
example, we are commanded to lend them money and are forbidden 
to charge interest. The parashah also describes different scenarios in 
which financial distress has forced a person to take desperate 
measures, like selling his inherited property or marketing himself 
as a slave. The Torah’s message in these verses is consistent: the 
impoverished person must be treated with generosity and kindness. 

A famous question is offered by Rashi363 on this verse: 
Mah inyan shemittah eitzel Har Sinai? Why is the mitzvah of shemittah 
the only mitzvah mentioned here as having been specifically 
commanded at Har Sinai? Rashi answers with an idea from Toras 
Cohanim (the Midrashic compendium on Vayikra), that just as all 
of the details of shemittah were given at Har Sinai, so too were 
all of the mitzvos in the Torah given in full detail at Har Sinai. 

This idea needs further exploration. Why is shemittah the only 
example given to illustrate that all mitzvos were given at Har Sinai in 
detail? If it is singled out as a prototype for all 613 mitzvos, it would 
be reasonable to assume that it must be unique in some way.

363 Rashi’s Commentary on Vayikra 25:1.
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Another question arises when we analyze this mitzvah within 
the context of the whole parashah. As mentioned above, most of 
the parashah discusses our obligations to the poor; these particular 
mitzvos bein adam lachaveiro include how to assist people with 
financial hardships and how to treat destitute Jewish laborers 
properly. The mitzvah of shemittah seems misplaced within the 
general theme of mitzvos related to helping those less fortunate. 
What is the connection between letting the land rest in the 
seventh year and helping the poor? Shemittah is a mitzvah bein adam 
laMakom (between man and G-d). Why is it mentioned within a 
parashah describing mitzvos bein adam lachaveiro?

Our final point of discussion explores the significance of 
when parashas Behar is read during the calendar year. The reading 
of parashas Behar always occurs between Pesach and Shavuos. This 
time period, known as Sefiras Ha’Omer (lit. counting of the omer), 
is classically designated as an opportunity to work on personal 
character improvement.364 How do the lessons of this parashah, 
which is read in the Sefiras Ha’Omer season, help us in our 
efforts to become more refined people? 

My Pleasure
In order to explore Rashi’s question and how shemittah is a 

prototype mitzvah, let us clarify the nature of mitzvos in general. 
Rabbi Yaakov Lugasi explains a fundamental principle:365 He 
argues that there is a popular misconception that Hashem gave us 
mitzvos in order to test our faith and loyalty to Him. Mitzvah 
opportunities present themselves in every life situation, and we 
have to choose between following our own will or the Divine will. 

According to the common mistaken notion, following the 
Torah means agreeing to carry the burden of responsibility. 

364 See chapter on Sefiras Ha’Omer, The Inner Count.
365 Rabbi Yaakov Lugasi, BaYam Derech, p. 293.
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Commitment to mitzvos often means a willingness to make 
financial sacrifice, as well, for the sake of doing Hashem’s bidding. 
Hashem wants to see how much suffering we are willing to endure 
for the sake of a mitzvah. Rabbi Lugasi argues strongly that this 
perception is a great mistake and a misunderstanding.

Young people often espouse this misconception, since they 
are characteristically in a period of questioning. Does Hashem really 
care about the length of my skirt? Why does G-d need all of these mitzvos 
anyway? The point must be that I am supposed to be suffering these burdens. 
Even if we have accepted these mitzvos upon ourselves, we 
sometimes feel that hardship we experience is “par for the course” 
and an indicator that we have passed Hashem’s test. 

Rabbi Lugasi explains that the true essence of mitzvos involves 
a tremendous amount of pleasure. Any tests or challenges we 
experience concerning Torah observance are ancillary, and not 
an inherent part of mitzvos themselves. The core of a mitzvah is 
spiritual ecstasy and enjoyment in connecting with the Creator. 
The reason that Hashem gave mitzvos is not only so that we should 
enjoy them as a reward in the World to Come, but that we should 
experience pleasure in this world, in the present. 

Humankind was created only to take pleasure in Hashem.366 
If this is Hashem’s purpose in creating people, then the mitzvos He 
gave us are the tools through which to fulfill that purpose. If 
suffering and hardship were an inherent part of Torah observance, 
we would feel resentment or bitterness toward our Creator. We 
would not revel in our relationship with Hashem; we would not 
be fulfilling our Divine purpose. 

There is no need to go far to find textual proof of Rabbi 
Lugasi’s approach: It is said about the Torah that deracheha darchei 
no’am (Its ways are ways of pleasantness).367 David HaMelech 
praises pleasure in Hashem throughout the book of Tehillim: 
“Achas sha’alti mei’eis Hashem osah avakeish (One thing I asked of 
Hashem that I shall seek): shivti beveis Hashem kol yemei chayai (that I 
dwell in the House of Hashem all the days of my life), lachazos 

366 Mesillas Yesharim, chapter 1.
367 Mishlei 3:17.
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beno’am Hashem (to behold the sweetness of Hashem), ulevaker 
beheichalo (and to contemplate in His Sanctuary).”368 “Va’ani 
kirvas Elokim li tov (and as for me, G-d’s nearness is good for 
me).”369

Shemittah and Promises
So Mitzvos are inherently pleasurable and sweet; their design 

does not inherently involve suffering or hardship. With that idea 
in mind, let us return to the mitzvah of shemittah. Consider the 
following midrash:

‘Bless Hashem, O His angels, the mighty warriors who do his 
bidding, to obey the voice of His word!’370 Rabbi Yitzchak 
Nafcha said: This refers to those who observe shemittah… This 
man sees his field lie fallow, his vineyard lie fallow – and he 
accepts all this in silence! Can there be a more powerful warrior 
than he?371

Sages over the generations have praised the spiritual strength 
of shemittah-observing farmers. Rabbi Yehoshua Leib Diskin 
and Rabbi Shmuel Salant met with other chachamim about the 
matter of shemittah observance in the year 1888.372 They issued 
a proclamation, quoting this midrash, and added the following 
words:

Normally, a person does the mitzvah of giving tzedakah for a day, a 
week, or a month. But to give tzedakah for a whole year is certainly 
difficult, yet someone who observes shemittah and does not work 
his field or tend his vineyard and still pays the taxes of the king and 
remains silent – is there anyone mightier than this person?

This mitzvah of shemittah presents the biggest challenge to our 
above principle that mitzvos are pleasurable. There is no greater duress 
than being commanded to abandon one’s livelihood for an entire 

368 Tehillim 27:4.
369 Tehillim 73:28.
370 Tehillim 103:20.
371 Yalkut Shimoni, Tehillim, 820.
372 Yaakov Chaim Dinkel, The Story of Shemittah, pp. 21-22.



BEHAR 143

year. What enjoyment can there be in surrendering one’s crops to the 
community – in surrendering an orchard that you have developed for 
the past six years, and allowing everyone to take its fruits? 

Our discussion necessitates a closer look at the pesukim that 
describe the mitzvah of shemittah. The Torah uncharacteristically 
offers a promise of security: “The land will give its fruit and you will 
eat your fill; you will dwell securely upon it. If you will say: What 
will we eat in the seventh year? – Behold! We will not sow and not 
gather in our crops! I will ordain my blessing for you in the sixth 
year and it will yield a crop sufficient for the three year period.”373

Hashem is well aware of how difficult it is to suspend one’s 
pursuit of a livelihood. Therefore, He issued the mitzvah of shemittah 
with a promise that we will not suffer. Hashem’s message is that 
mitzvos are designed to be pleasurable. In the case of shemittah, when 
perhaps we would be the most challenged, Hashem tells us that we 
will not incur financial loss.

Many inspiring stories have accumulated over the years 
providing evidence of the rewards we reap for shemittah observance. 
Open miracles defying the laws of nature have been witnessed time 
and again. One example occurred in 1957, when the Jewish Agency 
planted orchards in many Israeli settlements, including Moshav 
Kommemius. 

When shemittah year arrived in 1959, the legendary leader of 
Kommemius, Rabbi Binyamin Mendelson, insisted that the halachos 
be strictly observed, leaving the orchard unattended for the year. The 
Ministry of Agriculture pressured Rabbi Mendelson to be lenient 
in the matter, warning him that he was endangering the orchard 
by neglecting the trees for a whole year. The orchards planted in 
all other settlements would be worked as usual, despite the laws 
of shemittah. 

When shemittah was over at the end of 1959, Rabbi Mendelson 
later testified that a Ministry representative informed him that 
all the orchards planted that year produced minimal yield. Of 

373 Vayikra 25:19-21.
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remarkable exception was the Kommemius orchard, which 
produced far more fruit than all the rest.374 How can this kind of 
miracle be explained? A supernatural phenomenon like this is 
merely the fulfillment of the Divine promise, “I will ordain my 
blessing for you.”375

Rabbi Lugasi notes that this kind of Divine promise is found 
in another mitzvah that we might assume accrues financial loss. 
Regarding ma’aser (tithes) Hashem challenges us to believe what seems 
illogical: “Bring all the tithes into the storage house, and let it be 
sustenance in My Temple. Test Me, if you will, with this, says Hashem 
Master of Legions; see if I do not open up for you the windows of the 
heavens and pour out upon you blessing without end.”376 

So, though it might seem counterintuitive, mitzvos that seem 
to cause monetary loss actually benefit us financially.377 
Regarding tzedakah in general, the Torah states,378 “Give to him 
[the poor] and your heart shall not be evil in your giving to him, 
for it is because of this thing that Hashem will bless you in every 
action of 
yours and in every enterprise of your hands.” Hashem creates 
this phenomenon to prove that mitzvos, as mentioned above, are 
designed to be enjoyable in this world and the next. 

In light of this discussion, there is a more profound answer to 
our first question, why is shemittah used as the prototype mitzvah 
given at Har Sinai? We are meant to enjoy mitzvos and get spiritual 
pleasure from serving Hashem; at the same time, our logical 
assumptions based on the laws of nature are that observing a 
mitzvah like shemittah involves monetary sacrifice. Shemittah is 

374 Rabbi Shimon Finkelman, Shabbos Stories, pp. 149-150.
375 Vayikra 25:21.
376 Malachi 3:10.
377 See Torah Tapestries on Shemos, Parashas Terumah.
378 Devarim 15:10.
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therefore mentioned as being given at Har Sinai as a promise that 
mitzvos observance in general will not incur hardship. Hashem will 
operate above nature for our sake, in order to assure our sense of 
security. This is a central message of shemittah, and that is why it is 
presented as a model for all the mitzvos given to us at Har Sinai.

Have Faith in Him and in Ourselves
Shemittah is singled out in our parashah not only because it 

proves that we do not suffer as a result of performing mitzvos. This 
prototype mitzvah touches upon the foundation of our emunah 
(faith) and bitachon (trust). The Chazon Ish dispels379 a common 
misconception about faith and trust in Hashem. People often 
think that trusting in Hashem means that everything will be 
“good” according to personal desires and the human perception 
of “good.” True emunah, according to the Chazon Ish, is not that; 
it is when a person is willing to relinquish his own plans in face of 
a Divine decree. When an individual accepts with complete faith 
and certainty that Hashem’s Will is what is best, then he is content 
with Hashem’s plan and direction of life events.

How can a person find out whether his emunah is pure? Rabbi 
Lugasi proposes380 that true emunah is nurtured within a person 
through practice. He quotes Rabbeinu Tam’s Sefer HaYashar, offering 
multiple life scenarios in which a person’s faith is exercised. 

Here are a few examples from everyday life: A person arrives 
at a bank five minutes after it closes; a major appliance breaks on 
erev Shabbos; one person does not accept the other’s argument. 
Rabbi Lugasi suggests that one role-play these types of situations 
in one’s mind, and observe the predicted reactions. Often in the 

379 Chazon Ish, Sefer Emunah Uvitachon, as quoted in BaYam Derech, p. 300. 

380 BaYam Derech, p. 302.
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intensity of the moment, emotions dominate; the root of this is 
that the person is operating under the illusion that he is 
controlling his own life within the laws of nature. I knew I should 
have gotten to the bank earlier! I knew that refrigerator was on the blink – I 
should have had it repaired earlier in the week! I wish she would just listen 
to my perspective!

But the name of the game is not the laws of nature, but rather 
emunah that we are not in control of everything – Hashem is the 
one controlling our lives, all for our own good. If we practice 
emunah with our intellect now, then our emotions will be 
conditioned to react appropriately in the future. When we are 
tested through the frustrations of life, we will have trained 
ourselves to give a response that is full of faith in Hashem. 

Remembering that Hashem is in control of the world is a 
freeing experience. It takes the burden off our shoulders, enabling 
us to believe that everything is happening for a reason and for the 
ultimate good. This does not preclude the need for hishtadlus – 
putting in our best effort in each situation. However, shemittah is a 
model for us of how to place our trust in Hashem, and believe 
that no harm will come to us as a result of performing mitzvos. 
This is the faith we need to apply to every mitzvah we do. 

Rabbi Elchanan Wasserman points out381 that emunas 
Hashem is much easier for the intellect to absorb than it is for the 
emotions to internalize. He quotes the verse, “velo sasuru acharei 
levavchem ve’acharei einechem asher atem zonim achareihem (…and you 
shall not explore after your heart and after your eyes which you 
stray after them).”382 

The Gemara explains that this verse refers to the prohibition 
against heresy. Rabbi Wasserman uses this pasuk to prove that 
heresy is not a flaw in the intellect; the verse specifically mentions 
the heart, which is the symbolic source of emotions, and not the 

381 As quoted by Rabbi Mattisyahu Salomon in With Hearts Full of Love, p. 137.
382 Bamidbar 15:39.
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mind. He concludes that heresy, which is an emunah deficiency to 
the extreme, is not intellectual in nature, but rather an emotional 
problem. The existence of G-d in this world is a natural, rational 
conclusion of the mind. Heretics do not disprove G-d logically; 
rather they have an emotional resistance to an outside force 
regulating their lives. The desires of the heart motivate a person to 
deny the existence of G-d. 

What is the root of this motivation? Those who deny 
Hashem’s existence usually suffer from the emotional problem of 
a negative self-perception. Their low self-esteem causes them to 
view themselves as disliked by everyone and unworthy of G-d’s 
attention and care.383 Therefore, a heretic denies G-d as a self-
defense mechanism used to protect his fragile ego. 

Now, an individual who is unaware of his true worth often 
defines his identity by his productivity alone.384 Consider, then, 
how shemittah disconnects us from our worldly occupations, 
challenging our belief in Hashem and in ourselves. The message 
of shemittah is to abandon our field labor and productivity in order 
to remind ourselves that every person has intrinsic value as a tzelem 
Elokim.

It is not our intellect, therefore, that interferes with our 
emunah in Hashem and His Divine Providence, but our emotions. 
With mitzvos like shemittah and tzedakah, we challenge the emotions 
to operate above logic. The degree of our willingness to fulfill 
these mitzvos indicates the level of our emunas Hashem. 

This fundamental concept of emunas Hashem as an emotional 
quality is important to remember in regard to educating our 
children. It is quite natural for a child to believe intellectually 
in Hashem; our job is to foster emunah in our children on an 
emotional level as well. Boosting our children’s self-esteem and 
fostering emunah are interdependent. The message to our children 
should be, “You are wonderful! Hashem loves you!” We all know 

383 Rabbi Abraham J. Twerski, Let Us Make Man, p. 33-34.
384 ibid., pp. 43, 44, 57.
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how crucial it is to talk to children about Hashem from an early 
age. Very young children have not yet developed a desire to deny 
their obligations to their Creator.

So impressionable are the hearts of young people! Nothing 
can neutralize the power of a parent speaking to his child about 
hashgachah pratis with honesty and sincerity. We bolster a child’s 
self perception and strengthen his emunah when we assure him that 
Hashem is involved in every detail of his life. The verse in 
Yirmiyahu reads, “Avdah ha’emunah venichresa mipihem (faith was lost, 
and eliminated from their mouths).”385 The Alter of Kelm 
explains386 the meaning of this verse as follows: If we do not talk 
about emunas Hashem, it will eventually be lost. If we do not have 
Hashem’s name on our lips on a regular basis, how can we expect 
our children to internalize His Presence in their daily lives?

It is not enough just to think that Hashem runs our lives, if 
we wish to instill emunah in our children. We need to openly 
express our hakaras hatov (appreciation) to Him for all the little 
things. We need to constantly talk about how we saw Hashem’s 
Hand in the events of the day. 

The Slonimer Rebbe asks387 why sippur Yetzi’as Mitzrayim 
(telling the story of the Exodus from Egypt) is the only mitzvah in 
the Torah about which it is stated, “shekol hamarbeh bah, harei zeh 
meshubach (i.e., the more one engages in it, the better).” If you 
shake a lulav more or blow the shofar more, it is not called 
“meshubach.” Why is telling the story of Yetzi’as Mitzrayim a mitzvah 
whose value increases without limit? The Slonimer Rebbe explains 
that Seder night is the Rosh Hashanah of emunah. It is the night when 
we powerfully instill emunas Hashem into our children. Even a 
father who is less learned than his child is obligated to relate the 
Exodus story at length, even if he has no novel insights to offer 
the child. 

385 Yirmiyahu 7:28.
386 With Hearts Full of Love, p. 137.
387 Nesivos Shalom, Vol. 2, p. 247.
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Sippur Yetzi’as Mitzrayim is not about an intellectual sharing of 
information; it is about fostering deep emotional emunah within us 
and our children. And this is accomplished through speech: the 
more we talk about it, the deeper the emunah is implanted in our 
children’s hearts and our own. 

We can now appreciate on a deeper level why shemittah is 
mentioned as the prototype mitzvah. As mentioned above, the 
mitzvah of shemittah is one which perhaps most strongly challenges 
the emunah of those who work the land to earn a livelihood. Think 
then, how important it is to bolster their emunas Hashem during 
the six preceding years, strengthening their spirit in preparation 
for shemittah year! Rabbi Yosef Tzvi Dushinski z”l was a pioneer in 
the founding of Keren HaShemittah, a fund offering support to 
shemittah-observing farmers.388 He once elaborated on the 
meaning of the phrase from sefer Devarim: ‘zeh devar hashemittah’ 
(this is the matter of Shemittah).”389 

Davar (matter or thing) has the same root as dibbur (speech). 
This similarity implies that we need to speak about this mitzvah 
often in order to strengthen our emunah; the yeitzer hara puts up a 
particularly strong fight when it comes to observing mitzvos that 
impact our parnasah (livelihood). Rabbi Dushinski noted that in 
order to observe shemittah, we must speak about it for the entire 
six preceding years! Speaking about this mitzvah influences the 
heart and strengthens our emunah in Hashem’s promise that we 
will not suffer as a result.

Emunah: In Him and Between Us

388 The Story of Shemittah, p. 109.
389 Devarim 15:2.
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Let’s now go back to our second question: If the purpose of 
shemittah is strengthening our bein adam laMakom, why is it brought in 
a parashah with mitzvos bein adam lachaveiro? What is the connection 
between shemittah and helping the poor? What does our relationship 
with Hashem have to do with how we treat other people? 

Although they might seem unrelated, emunas Hashem is an 
inherent part of mitzvos bein adam lachaveiro. The classic mitzvah 
regarding bein adam lachaveiro is derived from the verse “ve’ahavta 
lerei’acha kamocha (love your fellow as yourself).”390 We often omit 
the remainder of the verse, which concludes, “Ani Hashem (I am 
Hashem).” Rabbi Schorr elucidates391 that the words “ani 
Hashem” mean to say, “I am Your Father and Father to everyone.” 
If we have emunah that Hashem is our loving Father in Heaven, 
then we are obligated to love everyone as His children. The 
performance of the mitzvah of ve’ahavta lerei’acha kamocha stems 
from a clear recognition that we are all children of One G-d. Not 
loving one another, neglect of mitzvos bein adam lachaveiro, is an 
expression of denial of Hashem. 

As mentioned above, parashas Behar discusses several mitzvos 
related to supporting the destitute. Let us explore how emunas 
Hashem has a role in these specific mitzvos bein adam lachaveiro. A 
verse in our parashah reads, “Vechi yamuch achicha (if your brother 
becomes low [impoverished]), umata yado imach (and his means 
falter with you [in your proximity], vehechezakta bo (you shall 
strengthen him).”392 This verse is referring to a person who is 
not necessarily completely destitute, but rather whose financial 
situation has begun to decline, (thus the use of the term “to get 
low”). We are obligated to support his livelihood or assist him in 
a way that prevents poverty. The Rambam rules393 that the 

390 Vayikra 19:18.
391 Rabbi Avraham HaLevi Schorr, HaLekach VeHaLibuv, 5762, p. 211.
392 Vayikra 25:35
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highest form of charity is to provide assistance to a person 
before his circumstances become desperate. 

The Midrash compares394 this situation to helping with a 
heavy load on the back of donkey. While the burden is still on the 
donkey, it is easy for just one person to support it. Once that load 
falls to the ground, however, even five people will have to struggle 
to lift it.

We need, then, to be on the alert for how we might be able 
to help each other before a situation becomes desperate. Note 
that the above verse uses the word “achicha (your brother)” rather 
than “amitecha (your fellow).” As mentioned above, we need to 
remember that we are all Hashem’s children. Our emunas Hashem 
should remind us that we are siblings. This struggling person is my 
brother!

Rabbi Moshe Reiss emphasizes395 that a person who 
believes in hashgachah pratis understands that Hashem places 
certain people in our midst for a particular purpose. Having 
emunah means recognizing that we are faced with countless 
opportunities to support one another. We should not worry about 
the financial losses we might suffer as a result of providing for 
another person. This mitzvah, although it is bein adam lachaveiro, calls 
upon our emunas Hashem, challenging us to believe that He put a 
struggling person in our lives to offer us the chance to help him.

The text offers another case which obligates us to support the 
poor; and here, too, emunas Hashem has a central role. A different 
pasuk from our parashah opens with the same words as the verse 
quoted above, “Vechi yamuch achicha (if your brother becomes low 
[impoverished]),” but continues differently, “venimkar lach (and is 

393 Hilchos Matnos Aniyim 10:17, as quoted in the Artscroll Stone Chumash.

394 Sifrei, as quoted by Rabbi Zelig Pliskin in Love Your Neighbor, p. 332.
395 Rabbi Moshe Reiss, MeiRosh Tzurim, p. 365.
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sold to you), lo sa’avod bo (you shall not work him as a slave).”396 
The text goes on to describe how this person’s status is not that 
of a slave, but rather that of hired help. He is to be sent home 
in the Yovel (Jubilee) year. This section concludes with the words, 
“lo sirdeh bo befarech (you shall not subjugate him with hard labor), 
veyareisa mei’Elokecha (and you shall fear Hashem).”397 

What does befarech mean in the context of this verse? 
Undoubtedly this word is strongly associated with our slavery 
in Egypt. The Torah explicitly states the reason we are forbidden 
to oppress this person: “Ki avadai heim asher hotzeisi mei’Eretz 
Mitzrayim (because they are my servants, whom I have taken out 
of the land of Egypt).”398 

At first glance, this mitzvah seems to prohibit subjecting a 
Jewish slave to physically back-breaking labor, with the term 
alluding to our grueling experience in Egypt in order to arouse 
our sympathy. However, according to Rashi and many other 
commentators, this verse forbids the emotional – not physical – 
abuse of a Jewish slave.399 We are forbidden to break the 
servant/servant’s spirit by asking him to perform useless tasks or 
work that has no limit.

From here, we learn our obligation to support the 
downtrodden both physically and emotionally. Rabbi Moshe 
Sternbuch highlights400 how we should support the poor not 
only with our bread or money, but also with our hearts. The 
Sochatchover Rebbe once asked401 how the Jews were able to 
perform the mitzvah of tzedakah in the desert, since no one 
was poor. After all, Hashem provided for all their physical needs. 

396 Vayikra 25:39.

397 Vayikra 25:43.
398 Vayikra 25:42.
399 Rashi’s Commentary on Vayikra 24:43.
400 Rabbi Moshe Sternbuch, Ta’am VaDa’as, p. 161.
401 As quoted in Ta’am VaDa’as, p. 161.
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The Rebbe’s conclusion was that their tzedakah consisted of 
learning Torah with one another and uplifting each other spiritually. 
This mitzvah of spiritual charity applies in this case just as it did in 
the desert. We are obligated to contemplate the emotional state of 
a person whose desperate financial condition has forced him to 
sell himself as a slave, and to lift his morale by treating him with 
respect. 

This mitzvah affects both the Jewish slave and his master. 
Rabbi Avigdor Nebenzahl further explains402 that it prohibits 
assigning a Jewish slave, who is actually more like a servant, any 
kind of work that is not according to his expertise. What is beferech? 
It is forcing a person to do work that damages his morale or 
conflicts with his natural abilities and talents. 

Incredibly, Rabbi Nebenzahl points out403 that subjugating a 
Jewish servant in this way is actually more damaging to the owner 
than it is to the servant. How so? When an owner asks his Jewish 
servant to work against his nature or to perform meaningless busy 
work, he is lowering the status of his servant in his eyes. This lack 
of respect tarnishes the owner’s ability to view his Jewish slave as 
a tzelem Elokim. If the master regularly mistreats his Jewish slave, 
he is denying that this person is a fellow-Jew and an eved Hashem. 

We can now understand why the verse concludes with 
“veyareisa mei’elokecha (and you shall fear Hashem).”404 Yiras 
Hashem helps us protect and uplift the morale of another person. 
Just 
as emunas Hashem teaches us that hashgachah pratis orchestrates 
opportunities for us to help others, so too our yiras Hashem 
reminds us to be sensitive to others, since we are all Hashem’s 
children. 

402 Rabbi Avigdor Nebenzahl, Sichos LeParashas HaShavu’a, p. 323.
403 ibid.
404 Vayikra 25:43.



154 TORAH TAPESTRIES

This obligation extends to being sensitive to others in general; 
and particularly in terms of what you ask others to do for you, 
either directly or indirectly. Rabbi Sternbuch cites405 the example 
of a yeshiva or shul; people often leave sefarim around for the 
shammash or gabbai to return to the shelf. Sensitive people will do 
their best to avoid causing them this extra work. In the same vein, 
even in homes that have hired help in abundance, it is important 
to educate the children to clean up after themselves and to bring 
their dirty dishes into the kitchen.

A story is told about Rabbi Yisrael Salanter, who was once 
at a se’udas mitzvah. People there noticed he was performing netilas 
yadayim (ritual hand washing) with a minimal amount of water.406 
The observers asked why he had been so sparing with the water 
in the performance of a mitzvah. The rabbi responded that the 
water-carrier had transported the water a great distance; using 
more water would mean the carrier would need to carry more 
water for others. He did not want to be scrupulous about netilas 
yadayim at the expense of someone else.

Preparation and Sefiras Ha’Omer
The Torah requires of us to develop this kind of sensitivity to 

others. Parashas Behar is read during Sefiras Ha’Omer, when we are 
working on personal character improvement. We now can see 
how the lessons of this parashah help us in our effort to become 
more refined people. Our emunas Hashem reminds us to see the 
hashgachah pratis, how Hashem puts a suffering person in our midst 
as an opportunity for us to help him. Further, our emunah includes 
the belief that we are all Hashem’s children, and every person, 
especially the downtrodden individual, needs to be treated as a 
tzelem Elokim.

Sefiras Ha’Omer is not only a time of personal character 
refinement, but also a time of preparation for receiving the Torah. 

405 Ta’am VaDa’as, p. 165.
406 Rabbi Paysach Krohn, Around the Maggid’s Table, p. 81-82.
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Most often, people assume that we prepare for Shavuos and 
kabbalas HaTorah (receiving the Torah) by learning more Torah, 
by focusing on mitzvos bein adam laMakom. While this important 
aspect should not be de-emphasized, we have explained above 
how mitzvos bein adam laMakom have an inherent bein adam lachaveiro 
component. Furthermore, it is clear that mitzvos bein adam lachaveiro 
are an integral part of preparing for kabbalas haTorah. During the 
Sefirah, we strive to fix the downfall of Rabbi Akiva’s students, 
who failed to respect one another. 

Rabbi Moshe Reiss shares407 the following well-known 
concept: A prerequisite for receiving the Torah on Mount Sinai is 
achdus (unity). “Vayichan sham Yisrael negged hahar (and Israel 
encamped there opposite the mountain).”408 Rashi states409 that 
the word “vayichan” is in the singular form because the Jewish 
people were like one person of one heart. The Vorker Rebbe 
adds410 that the word vayichan is related to the word chen (grace – 
favor). How did the Jewish people achieve unity at Har Sinai? They 
only saw chen, they found favor in each other’s eyes.

May we take the lessons of shemittah to heart and strengthen 
our emunah. May our emunas Hashem help us in our mitzvos bein adam 
lachaveiro, so we may build ourselves into refined and sensitive 
souls. May we merit seeing the fulfillment of Hashem’s promises 
in this world and in the next with the coming of our redemption.

407 MeiRosh Tzurim, p. 376.
408 Shemos 19:2.
409 Rashi’s Commentary on Shemos 19:2.
410 As quoted in MeiRosh Tzurim, p. 376.
411 Vayikra 26:3.
412 Vayikra Rabbah 35:1.
413 Tehillim 119:59.


