The Messy Connections Between Shabbat and Shemitta
Rabbi Jonathan Ziring: jziring@migdalhatorah.org
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Moed Katan 3b-4a

Are these prohibitions of plowing before the Sabbatical Year really halakhot transmitted to
Moses from Sinai? They are actually prohibitions based on explicit verses. As we learned in a
baraita with regard to the verse “In plowing and in reaping you shall rest” (Exodus 34:21)
that Rabbi Akiva says: It is unnecessary for the verse to speak about plowing and reaping
during the Sabbatical Year, as it was already stated: “But in the seventh year shall be a
sabbath of solemn rest for the land, a sabbath for the Lord; your field you shall not sow, and
your vineyard you shall not prune” (Leviticus 25:4). This teaches that during the seventh year
all agricultural labor is prohibited. Rather, the verse comes to prohibit plowing on the eve of
the Sabbatical Year that entered into the Sabbatical Year, i.e., plowing in the sixth year that
will benefit crops growing in the seventh year, and reaping the crops of the Sabbatical Year
that continued into the conclusion of the Sabbatical Year, i.e., reaping seventh-year produce
that continued to grow into the eighth year. Rabbi Yishmael says that this verse is to be
understood as referring to Shabbat and not to the Sabbatical Year, in accordance with the
straightforward meaning of the verse. It teaches as follows: Just as only optional plowing is
prohibited on Shabbat, as there is no instance where plowing fulfills a biblical mitzva, so too,
only optional reaping is prohibited, to the exclusion of the reaping of the omer offering,
which is a mitzva, and consequently permitted on Shabbat.
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Leviticus 25:1-12

(1) The LORD spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai: (2) Speak to the Israelite people and say to them:
When you enter the land that | assign to you, the land shall observe a sabbath of the LORD. (3)
Six years you may sow your field and six years you may prune your vineyard and gather in the
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yield. (4) But in the seventh year the land shall have a sabbath of complete rest, a sabbath of the
LORD: you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard. (5) You shall not reap the
aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your untrimmed vines; it shall be a year of
complete rest for the land. (6) But you may eat whatever the land during its sabbath will
produce—you, your male and female slaves, the hired and bound laborers who live with you, (7)
and your cattle and the beasts in your land may eat all its yield. (8) You shall count off seven
weeks of years—seven times seven years—so that the period of seven weeks of years gives you
a total of forty-nine years. (9) Then you shall sound the horn loud; in the seventh month, on the
tenth day of the month—the Day of Atonement—you shall have the horn sounded throughout
your land (10) and you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim release throughout the
land for all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you: each of you shall return to his holding and
each of you shall return to his family. (11) That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee for you: you shall
not sow, neither shall you reap the aftergrowth or harvest the untrimmed vines, (12) foritis a
jubilee. It shall be holy to you: you may only eat the growth direct from the field.

e Most commentaries (Rash Sirilio, Pnei Moshe, Gra) who insist on reading the Bavli and
Yerushalmi together change the verse in 2x from #4 to #5, creating the contradiction they
then need to solve.
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Exodus 34:21

(21) Six days you shall work, but on the seventh day you shall cease from labor; you shall cease
from labor even at plowing time and harvest time.
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Exodus 23:10-12

(10) Six years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield; (11) but in the seventh you shall let
it rest and lie fallow. Let the needy among your people eat of it, and what they leave let the wild
beasts eat. You shall do the same with your vineyards and your olive groves. (12) Six days you
shall do your work, but on the seventh day you shall cease from labor, in order that your ox and
your ass may rest, and that your bondman and the stranger may be refreshed.
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e Moving to the derasha that replaced the original one, in 23, there are several options in
play. Mahara Fulda (1) suggests #5, while Mahara Fulda (2) suggests #6. Gra suggests
#7. Rash Sirilio suggests #8.
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Exodus 20:8-11

(8) Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy. (9) Six days you shall labor and do all your
work, (10) but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God: you shall not do any work—
you, your son or daughter, your male or female slave, or your cattle, or the stranger who is within
your settlements. (11) For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth and sea, and all that is in
them, and He rested on the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and
hallowed it.
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Leviticus 25:2
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(2) Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: When you enter the land that I assign to you,
the land shall observe a sabbath of the LORD.
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Exodus 35:1-2

(1) Moses then convoked the whole Israelite community and said to them: These are the things
that the LORD has commanded you to do: (2) On six days work may be done, but on the seventh
day you shall have a sabbath of complete rest, holy to the LORD; whoever does any work on it
shall be put to death.

e As to the nature of the connection between the verses, Mahara Fulda raises two
possibilities — is it a wp>i7 or a 1wxn» . While this seems technical, it cuts to the heart of
the issue.
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