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When is a place not only a place? The two parshiot that we will read this week, Behar and
Bechukotai, are often considered one unit, containing additional laws given at Har Sinai. Parshat
Behar begins with instructions given to Moshe at Mount Sinai (Vayikra 25:1) and concludes at
both the end of chapter 26 and the end of chapter 27 with a reminder that these laws were given
on Har Sinai.
The placement of these laws seems strange. Sefer Shemot, which contains the Har Sinai story,
the Ten Commandments and the many laws given at that time seems like a more natural
location for these instructions. Why place them instead at the end of Sefer Vayikra?
Many commentaries raise this question, with the assumption that Har Sinai is a specific place
linked to a specific time in our history. However, the name Har Sinai also defines the unique
relationship that was created in that time, at that place between God and B’nei Yisrael. It is
where God promised:
Now then, if you will obey Me faithfully and keep My
covenant, you shall be My treasured possession
among all the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is Mine,
but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a
holy nation.’ These are the words that you shall
speak to the children of Israel.” (Shemot 19: 5-6)

עַ ּתָ֗ ה אִ ם־ׁשָ ֤מֹועַ ּתִ ׁשְ מְ עּו֙ ּבְק ֹ ֔ ִלי ּוׁשְ מַ ְר ֶ ּ֖תם
ָל־העַ ּמִ֔ ים
֣ ָ יתי ו ִהְ ִ֨ייתֶ ם ִ ֤לי סְ ֻגּלָה֙ מִ ּכ
֑ ִ אֶ ת־ּב ְִר
יּו־לי מַ מְ ֶ ֥לכֶת
֛ ִ ְִי־לי ּכָל־הָ ָא ֶֽרץ׃ אַ ֶ ּ֧תם ּתִ ה
֖ ִ ּכ
ּכ ֹהֲ ִנ֖ים ו ְג֣ ֹוי קָ ֑דֹוׁש ֚אֵ ּלֶה הַ ּדְ ב ִָ֔רים אֲ ֶ ׁ֥שר
) ה־ו:ּתְ דַ ֵ ּ֖בר אֶ ל־ּבְנֵ ֥י (שמות יט

and where B’nei Yisrael responded:
All the people answered as one, saying, “All that
the LORD has spoken we will do!” (Shemot 19:8)

וַּיַעֲ נ֨ ּו כָל־הָ ָ ֤עם י ַחְ ּדָ ֙ו ו ַּ֣י ֹאמְ ר֔ ּו ּ֛כ ֹל אֲ ׁשֶ ר־ּדִ ֶ ּ֥בר
)ח:י ְק ָ֖וק נַעֲ ֶ ׂ֑שה (שמות יט

The three chapters in this week’s parashot expand and clarify this special relationship. Chapter
25 contains the laws of Shmitta and Yovel, the Sabbatical and Jubilee years. In Israel, the farmer
can work the land for six years but in the seventh year no agricultural work is permitted. Why?
For the land is Mine; you are but strangers resident
with Me. Throughout the land that you hold, you must
provide for the redemption of the land. (Vayikra 25:
23-24)

כּי־לי הָ ָ ֑א ֶרץ ִּכֽי־ג ִ ֵ֧רים ו ְתֹוׁשָ ִ ֛בים אַ ֶ ּ֖תם
ִ֖
עִ ּמָ ִדֽי׃ ּוב ְ֖כ ֹל ֶ ֣א ֶרץ אֲ חֻ ּזַתְ ֶ ֑כם ּגְאֻ ָ ּ֖לה ּתִ ּתְ נ֥ ּו
) כג־כד:ל ָָא ֶֽרץ (ויקרא כה

God brought B’nei Yisrael out of Egypt to inherit the Land of Israel but only with the
understanding that God is the true owner of the land and we are only caretakers. The obligation
to observe the Shmitta year is a regular reminder of this relationship.
In chapter 26 the focus is on another facet of our relationship with God, the covenantal.
If you follow My laws and faithfully observe
My commandments (Vayikra 26:3)

:יתם א ָֹתֽם
֖ ֶ ִאִ ם־ּבְחֻ ּק ַ ֹ֖תי ּתֵ ֵ ֑לכּו ו ְאֶ ת־מִ ְצו ַ ְ֣תי ּתִ ׁשְ מְ ר֔ ּו ו ַעֲ ׂש
)ג:(ויקרא כו

If we follow God’s laws and walk in His ways, great blessings will be bestowed upon us. If not,
we will suffer terrible curses and tragedies, culminating in Exile from the Land of Israel. The
chapter ends with a reference back to the original covenant at Sinai.
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I will remember in their favor the covenant with
the ancients, whom I freed from the land of
Egypt in the sight of the nations to be their
God: I, the LORD (Vayikra 26: 45)

ֵ ָהם ּב ִ ְ֣רית ִראׁש ִֹנ֑ים אֲ ֶ ׁ֣שר
ם
֩ ָהֹוצֽאתִ י־א ֹת
֖ ֶ ו ְ ָזכ ְַר ִ ּ֥תי ל
ָהם לֵאֹלקים אֲ נִ ֥י
֛ ֶ מֵ אֶ֨ ֶרץ מִ צ ַ ְ֜רי ִם לְעֵ ֵינ֣י הַ ּגֹו ִ֗ים לִהְ ֥י ֹת ל
)מד: (ויקרא כו:י ְק ָו ֽק

Even when we are exiled because of our sins, our relationship with God is never severed. The
original covenant at Sinai survives and allows us to return to God and to Israel.
The final chapter in Sefer Vayikra deals with the consecration of monetary gifts to the Beit
Hamikdash, based on the value of a person or property. These are voluntary gifts that an
individual chooses to give to express gratitude and appreciation for blessings received. Like the
laws of Shmitta, which instill the recognition that the land belongs to God and we are only the
caretakers, the laws regarding consecration of property express the recognition that the
blessings that a person receives in life are all gifts from God.
The language of the first verse of Bechukotai, which lays out the covenantal relationship
between God and B’nei Yisrael, is echoed in Sefer Yechezkel. In chapter 11, in the middle of a
prophecy of death, destruction, and exile,the prophet proclaims:
Yet say: Thus said the Lord GOD: I will gather
you from the peoples and assemble you out of
the countries where you have been scattered,
and I will give you the Land of Israel...I will give
them one heart and put a new spirit in them; I
will remove the heart of stone from their bodies
and give them a heart of flesh, that they may
follow My laws and faithfully observe My rules.
Then they shall be My people and I will be their
God. (Ezekiel 11: 17-20)

ם
֙ נ֣י י ְקו ִק ו ְקִ ַּבצ ִ ְּ֤תי אֶ תְ ֶכ-ָֹ ל ֵ ָ֣כן אֱ ֗מ ֹר ּכֹֽה־ָאמַ ֮ר אֲ ד
ן־האֲ ָר ֔צֹות אֲ ֶ ׁ֥שר
֣ ָ ִן־העַ ּמִ֔ ים ו ְָאסַ פְ ִ ּ֣תי אֶ תְ ֶ֔כם מ
֣ ָ ִמ
ָהם וְנָתַ ִ ּ֥תי ל ֶ ָ֖כם אֶ ת־ַאדְ ַ ֥מת י ִׂשְ ָר ֵאֽל׃
֑ ֶ ֹצֹותם ּב
֖ ֶ נְפ
ם ֵ ֣לב אֶ חָ֔ ד ו ְ֥רּוחַ חֲ דָ ָ ׁ֖שה אֶ ֵ ּ֣תן
֙ ֶ וְנָתַ ִ ּ֤תי לָה...
ּבְקִ ְרּב ֶ ְ֑כם ו ַהֲ סִ֨ ר ֹתִ֜ י ֵ ֤לב הָ ֶ֙א ֶב ֙ן מִ ּבְׂשָ ָ ֔רם וְנָתַ ִ ּ֥תי
ַ ָהם ֵ ֥לב ּב ָָׂשֽר׃ ל
ְמ֙עַ ֙ן ּבְחֻ ּק ַ ֹ֣תי י ֵ ֔ ֵלכּו ו ְאֶ ת־מִ ׁשְ ּפָ ַ ֥טי
ֶ֖ ל
ָהם
֖ ֶ יּו־לי לְעָ֔ ם ו ַאֲ ִ֕ני אֶ הְ ֶי֥ה ל
֣ ִ ָי ִׁשְ מְ ֖רּו ו ְעָ ׂ֣שּו א ָ ֹ֑תם ו ְה
)טז: (יחזקאל יא:לֵאֹלקים

Even as the prophet reveals that the people are about to suffer terrible punishments, their
relationship with God is not over. The covenant of Sinai remains and eventually God will return
His people to the land. Once again we will return to the Torah and we will re-establish that
unique relationship with God.
Interestingly, the renewal of the relationship can only take place when we experience “a change
of heart”. The hearts that were hardened like stone need to be replaced with human hearts,
hearts that understand devotion, faith, love and compassion. The image of stones and hearts
was made famous in the song “Hakotel”, written by Yossi Gamzu, immediately after the Israeli
army captured the Old City of Jerusalem in June 1967:
There are people with a heart of stone
There are stones with a human heart

יש אנשים עם לב של אבן
יש אבנים עם לב אדם

He writes that he saw in the eyes of the soldiers both the jubilation of the victory and the
sadness of the loss of their friends who would not be there to join in the celebrations.
This week we will celebrate Yom Yerushalayim, the reunification of Jerusalem on the 28th day of
Iyar in 1967. Undoubtedly, “Hakotel” will be played during the commemoration ceremonies. We
will remember the prophecy of Yecheskel that God promised to return us to Jerusalem and to
renew that relationship that was created at Sinai. We must also remember to examine our hearts
and to know that the experience of Sinai can be with us wherever we are.
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Adina Fredman teaches classes at Maharat on gemara and tanakh. She has been an informal educator at
Drisha and the shoelet for the July Beit Midrash. After teaching Limudei Kodesh at SAR Academy for
fifteen years, she became a full time student at Drisha in 2009. She has studied in the Beit Midrash,
Scholars Beit Midrash and July Institute Programs.
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