
A Radical Corrective 
for Spirit and Society
Ayelet Cohen 
 
The mandate of yovel is well placed at the end of 
Leviticus, a book of contradictions containing 
many of the most resonant justice principles as 
well as, for many contemporary Jews, some of the 
most antiquated and painful biblical laws. Leviti-
cus also originates the concept of teshuvah, the 
possibility of atoning and re-entering the camp.

“Yovel,” most commonly translated as “Jubilee,” is 
introduced with poetic and cyclical language em-
phasizing the act of counting. “You should count 
seven weeks of years: seven years, seven times; 
the days of seven weeks of years: 49 years.” While 
the biblical text is ambiguous about whether 
the yovel is the 49th year or the 50th year, the 
Talmud asserts that it is the 50th year. Isaac Abra-
vanel, a fifteenth-century commentator, explains 
that we count in order to remember the precious-
ness of life and time, so we may “achieve whole-
ness.” Yovel impresses upon us a sense of urgency, 
compelling us to learn from each day and spend 
our time carefully.

Yovel is primarily understood as a profound com-
munal principle of social and economic justice. It 
demonstrates the necessity of creating a societal 
corrective, offering those who are locked in poverty 
the chance to start again. A biblically prescribed 
“reset” button, it helps to prevent debt and home-
lessness from becoming an inheritance to be passed 
on to the next generation. Yovel also challenges the 
notion that human structures and institutions are 
at the center of the world. The land belongs to God: 
“You may not sell land in perpetuity, for the land 
belongs to Me. You are strangers and temporary 
dwellers to Me.” (Leviticus 25:23)

The yovel begins on Yom Kippur, rooting it  
in the notion of teshuvah, return and repentance. 
Yovel provides for physical return, or homecom-
ing, but also for liberation and return in the spiri-
tual sense. It is as if the economic system itself 
is doing teshuvah, and inviting those who have 
been alienated and disenfranchised to return. 
Examining yovel in 2017 is both deeply fraught 

and profoundly resonant. This year marks 50 
years since 1967 and the Six-Day War, a mile-
stone that will be marked with much celebration 
and jubilation and much concern and protest. For 
many, the Six-Day War and Israel’s sovereignty 
over all of Jerusalem heralded a Jewish home-
coming and a restoration of divine justice over 
the Land of Israel. For others, that same moment 
is most significant for its displacement  of Pales-
tinians and the beginning of the Israeli military 
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. For them, 
this anniversary is not a time to celebrate, but a 
time to organize.

Within biblical yovel are themes of reunifica-
tion and homecoming — but also the theme of 
dislocation. In the Torah, if the land goes back to 
its owners, someone has to evacuate that land. If 
enslaved people become free, someone’s house-
hold equilibrium is fundamentally disrupted. 
The Torah is not a literal roadmap for contem-
porary politics. Efforts to use it as such have led 
to the doctrine of “Greater Israel,” rejecting any 
Palestinian (and indeed, most Arab) territorial 
claims. Yet, exploring the values behind yovel can 
open our eyes to new possibilities and invite us to 
consider the impetus for radical change.

 

 What kind of 50th year will this be? Inherent 
in yovel is the notion that, even after 50 years, it 
is not too late to redeem a system that seems os-
sified in injustice. In fact, by drawing awareness 
to the passage of time, yovel demands a moral 
accounting and urges us to action. Fifty years of 
occupation, with laws and policies and settle-
ment expansion to reinforce the status quo, does 
not mean that the occupation is permanent. The 
Torah describes the land returning to God, not 
transferring from one owner to another or one 
sovereign power to another. The lesson of yovel 
teaches that our attachment to particular borders 
is neither more important nor more lasting than 
our commitment to justice.

Rabbi Ayelet S. Cohen is senior director of the New 
York/Tri-State Region at the New Israel Fund. She 
serves on the board of T’ruah: The Rabbinic Call for 
Human Rights. Translations of commentaries are 
from Yovel: A Sourcebook for Fifty Years, T’ruah, 2017.
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“Duality” by Danielle Siegelbaum 
In ““Duality,” joy and sadness are fighting as 
Israel struggles for liberty, peace, and love. The 
antagonism between weapons and doves is a 
reality for Israel, the love of the land and the 
protection of Jewish lives.

Sally Gottesman is supporting this issue of 
Sh’ma Now to spark discussion about yovel as a 
call to action, 50 years after the Six-Day War.

Yovel / Jubilee
In the 50th year, proclaim libertyיובל�

http://www.nif.org


Munir Fasheh:  I look at societies as if they were 
human bodies. If there is something wrong with my 
small finger, my whole body feels bad. If I deal with it as 
insignificant or forget about it, I will be sabotaging my 
wellness, which is wholesome. The wellness of societ-
ies cannot be but wholesome; any 

attempt to exclude, ignore, belittle, or degrade so-
cieties is counterproductive — to say the least.

I wish the Zionist movement had taken An-
dalusia as its inspiration. Of all the European 
leaders, Alphonso the Wise is the one I find 
most inspiring. He was king of Castile, 
Leon, and Galicia from 1252 until 1282 
when he was deposed by his son. Despite 
his earlier goal of expelling Arabs and 
Jews, he was inspired by what he saw in 
places like Toledo to establish a state based 
on the cross-fertilization of Christian, Muslim, and 
Jewish communities living under the state’s protection. 
Toledo became a crossroads of the three religions that 
cooperated around their common humanist heritage.

Out of the early Zionist leaders, Ahad Ha’am, is likely 
the one who resists most clearly the ideology of 
exclusion. Had a vision such as Alfonso’s been 
embraced, it might have created a society 
governed by wisdom rather than by control 
and winning. Liberty is inclusive, never 
exclusive, as noted in the biblical verse: 
“Proclaim liberty throughout all the land 
unto all the inhabitants thereof.” 

I believe the question, “Is it too late to work toward such a vision?” 
is the wrong question. We have no choice. Such a vision is the wisest  
approach to a world moving willingly toward self-destruction. 

NiSh’ma
On this page, we offer three takes on the line from Leviticus found on the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia: “Proclaim 
liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.” (25:10) Our commentators — a Palestinian, 
a settler, and the founder of the Center for Jewish Nonviolence — discuss how to approach the complexity of 
occupation during the coming yovel year. Please visit jd.fo/shma2 and join the discussion about Israel’s 50-year 
occupation of the West Bank. Our online version is new and interactive, and we welcome your comments.   —S.B.
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Ilana Sumka: A Palestinian is sitting in her car at 
a checkpoint in the rain, waiting for permission to pass. 
An Israeli soldier is standing in the rain, checking the 
Palestinian sitting in her car. Who is free? 

The power of nonviolence, says Palestinian leader Sami 
Awad, is its ability to lift oppression from the oppressed and the oppres-
sor simultaneously. “Proclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof” says Leviticus, because, indeed, liberty is inclusive, 
not exclusive, and the path to make the 50th year sacred is the liberation of all, not some. 

Now is the time for this liberation. This is the occupation’s yovel year, 50 years since 1967, when the occupation began. This is the biblical 50th 
Jubilee year in which the land lies fallow, mandated as a moment in which outstanding debts are to be repaid, slaves released, and land returned 
to its rightful owner. This is what Israel must now do with its occupation of the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza: recognize the losses Palestin-
ians have incurred, and release them from the bondage of non-citizenship, travel restriction, and subjection to a separate military legal system. 

The 50th anniversary of the occupation is a defining moment in Jewish history. Never has the concept of yovel been so relevant to the 21st century, 
and never has the question of Jewish power demanded an answer so desperately. 

Hanan Schlesinger: “Anyone who acquires a 
slave acquires a master over himself,” says the Baby-
lonian Talmud. (Kiddushin 20a) The context is the 
onerous burden that Jewish law places on the master 
regarding the satisfaction of the slave’s physical needs 
and the financial liabilities of the master. However, 

there is more to it. Slavery enslaves both slaves and 
masters. The latter must continually assert 
their mastery, gradually losing their sense of 
humility and fairness and becoming tyrants 
whose divine image is deeply tarnished.

That may be why at the time of the 
Jubilee, liberty is proclaimed “unto all 
the inhabitants thereof.” The setting free 
of slaves releases their masters as well.

Slaves know that they are enslaved. 
Masters are often blind to the evil they do to 

their slaves and to themselves.

I do not believe that Judea and Samaria are occupied 
territory. (Occupied territory is land that is controlled 
by one party while another party is the internation-

ally recognized legal sovereign. In this case, the last 
internationally recognized legal sovereign of the 

territories in question was the British Mandate 
that ended in 1948. There has been no other 
internationally recognized sovereignty in 
this land since then.) But the Palestinians 
most certainly live the reality of an occupied 

people. We Israelis are an occupying people 
who are ourselves occupied by the occupation. More and more, 

Israelis and most of the Jewish residents of Judea and Samaria 
live in a bubble, and they recognize neither the occupation nor its 

insidious effects on us.

One of the many essential keys to ending the occupation of the Palestin-
ian people and bringing healing to this land and its inhabitants may be 
human contact: Israelis need to look into the eyes of our Palestinian 
neighbors. We need to learn their humanity, their narrative, and their 
pain — to absorb it and to feel it — and then to look in the mirror and 
see the occupier. The image that we see may jolt us into proclaiming 
“liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.”

Ilana Sumka is the founder and director of the Center for Jewish Nonviolence. This summer, the Center for Jewish Nonviolence will mobilize hundreds 
of Jews from America and around the world to join the Palestinians and Israeli nonviolent movements on the ground to end the occupation.

Rabbi Hanan Schlesinger has taught Torah in colleges and seminaries in 
the Jerusalem-Gush Etzion area. He is a co-founder and now director of 
international relations of Shorashim/Judur/Roots, a local Palestinian-
Israeli initiative for understanding, nonviolence, and transformation. He 
lives in Alon Shvut in Gush Etzion, and he can be found at ravhanan.org. 

Munir Fasheh  was born in 1941 in a house (that still exists) in Lower 
Baq’a in West Jerusalem. His house is one of five houses in Jerusalem 
that Ahmad Damen focused on in his documentary “The Red Stone.” 
Fasheh, who holds a doctorate in education from Harvard University, 
founded the Arab Education Forum. He currently serves on its board.

“Proclaim liberty  
throughout all  
the land unto  

all the inhabitants  
thereof.” 

Leviticus 25:10 

ּוקראתם דרֹור ּבארץ
לכל-ישביה יֹובל.

ְְֶֶֶָָָָָ ֶ
ְְ ֵֶֶָָָָ ֶ

https://centerforjewishnonviolence.org


A Jubilee for Our  
Political Certainties 
Yossi Klein Halevi 

The debate over the future of the liber-
ated/occupied/administered territories be-
gan in the summer of 1967, immediately 
after the Six-Day War. It was, initially, an 
argument among writers, in part a linguis-
tic debate over how to refer to the lands 
Israel had just won. Natan Alterman, the 
beloved poet long identified with Labor 
Zionism, advocated annexing the “liber-
ated territories,” as he called them, insist-
ing that the Jewish people couldn’t be an 
occupier in its own land, and that return-
ing to nine-mile-wide borders would be an 
act of national suicide. A young novelist 
named Amos Oz implicitly challenged 
Alterman: Writing in Davar, the Labor 
Party’s newspaper, Oz insisted that only 
people, not land, could be liberated, and 
that occupation invariably ended badly 
for the occupier. 

In one form or another, that argument 
between two of Israel’s greatest writers has 
been debated for the past 50 years. 

When I moved to Israel in the early 1980s, 
one way I tried learning Hebrew was by 
watching the political talk shows. It was 
a maddening experience. Not only would 
left-wing and right-wing panelists shout at 
each other simultaneously, but, sometimes, 
the moderator, too, would join the fray. 
Why, I wondered, weren’t they even mak-
ing a pretense of listening to each other? 
Eventually, I realized that there was no 
reason to listen because everyone knew ex-
actly what everyone else would say — and 
the audience knew, too. There were no new 
insights, only the same tired arguments, 
but repeated with the passion of someone 
who had just experienced revelation.

In recent years, that dysfunctional Israeli  
debate has been embraced by many Ameri-
can Jews. When I lecture in American syna-
gogues about Israel’s territorial dilemma, 
I hear the same response from liberal and 
Orthodox audiences: “But don’t you see?” 
The left-wingers mean: “Don’t you un-
derstand that annexing the territories will 
destroy Israel as a Jewish and democratic 
state, destroy our ethical foundation as a 
people, and turn Israel into a pariah?” The 
right-wingers mean: “Don’t you understand 
that the issue isn’t settlements but Israel’s 
legitimacy in any borders, that a Palestinian 
state will not be a peaceful neighbor or even 
a viable state but a Hamas-run terror entity 
in the hills overlooking greater Tel Aviv?” 

My answer is: Yes, I do understand — 
both arguments. This is why, like many 
Israelis today, I define myself as a centrist. 
Centrists agree with the left about the 
moral and demographic disaster of the 
occupation, and with the right about the 
impossibility of reconciling, at least for 
now, with the Palestinian national move-
ment. Despite the PLO’s official recogni-
tion of Israel, the daily assault in Palestin-
ian media and schools on the legitimacy 
of Israel has convinced most Israelis that a 
Palestinian state cannot be trusted to be a 
peaceful neighbor. 

Centrist Israelis have, in effect, internal-
ized the left-right debate, which is no 
longer happening only between rival 
political camps but inside each of us. 
Continuing the occupation endangers 
our most cherished assumptions about 
ourselves as a people — rachmanim bnai 
rachmanim, merciful children of merciful 
parents — and threatens the viability of 
a Jewish and democratic Israel. And so, 
I embrace the left’s conclusion that we 
must end the occupation. But ending the 

occupation could endanger our ability to 
defend ourselves in an imploding Middle 
East and lead to a Palestinian state that 
could resemble Gaza, if not Syria or Iraq. 
And so, I embrace the right’s conclusion 
that we don’t have a credible Palestinian 
partner for a durable peace. 

My point is not to advocate for the center 
as a political position — which, admit-
tedly, can become a justification for 
continued paralysis — but as a sensibil-
ity. Whatever one’s politics, a centrist 
sensibility requires profound grappling 
with the commitments and fears of the 
other camp. The goal of this process isn’t 
to necessarily change one’s politics, but to 
soften them. The challenge of a centrist 
sensibility isn’t ultimately political but 
spiritual: an invitation to humility. 

Shortly after I moved to Israel, in February 
of 1983, a right-wing Jew threw a grenade 
into a Peace Now rally, killing a protester 
named Emil Grunzweig. I was working 
then as a journalist, and I went to the 
scene. There was blood on the pavement. 
A small group of right-wing counter-
demonstrators lingered; several were 
laughing. That was the moment I under-
stood: Our debate over the existential 
fears of right and left could itself become 
an existential threat, tearing us apart and 
undermining the ability of Israeli society 
to maintain even minimal coherence. 

The debate remains so passionate, even 
in its endless repetition, precisely because 
each side is speaking an essential truth. 
In the biblical landscape of our youth, all 
of Jewish history is debating itself, its es-
sential meaning. 

But the approaching Jubilee of the Six-Day 
War offers us an opportunity for a reset 
— for each side to concede the enormity 
of our dilemma and the compelling argu-
ments of the other. The alternative is a 
shattered and dysfunctional people.  
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Jewish sensibilities are approaches to living and learning that permeate Jewish 
culture. The ideas, values, emotions, and behaviors they express — emanating 
from Jewish history, stories, and sources — provide inspiration and guidance 
that help us to respond creatively and thoughtfully to life’s challenges and 
opportunities. Sensibilities are culturally informed senses or memes. This month, 
Sh’ma Now explores the sensibility of “yovel,” which means “Jubilee.” The issue 
marks the 50th year since the Six-Day War in 1967. Next month, we reflect on the 
act of making a distinction, “l’havdil,” with essays by Vanessa Ochs, Marcia Falk, 
Elliot Kukla, and Michelle Dardashti. 

Yossi Klein Halevi is a senior fellow of the 
Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem. His 
book, Like Dreamers: The Story of the Israeli 
Paratroopers Who Reunited Jerusalem and 
Divided a Nation, won the Jewish Book 
Council’s 2013 Everett Family Foundation 
Jewish Book of the Year Award.

https://hartman.org.il


Jabotinsky’s Jubilee 
Samuel Hayim Brody

Vladimir Jabotinsky (1880-1940) is more 
widely invoked than read. Like Karl Marx, 
his name has come to stand for a whole 
political trend — namely, the far-right of 
Zionist politics. From Betar (the Revisionist 
Zionist youth movement) and the Irgun (its 
pre-state militia) to the Likud (the contem-
porary Israeli political party), the influence 
of Jabotinsky and his Revisionist movement 
can still be felt today, both within and 
outside of the State of Israel.

If we trouble ourselves to read his work, 
however, we may be surprised. Debates 
over how to understand Jabotinsky have 
raged since he was alive. During the 1920s 
and 1930s, Jabotinsky and his movement 
were frequently called fascist, thanks to 
their love of uniforms and military disci-
pline as well as their ideology. Contempo-
rary historiography has complicated this 
description by highlighting Jabotinsky’s 
own emphasis on his liberal, cosmopoli-
tan roots; his self-presentation was also 
canny and self-interested. His written 
work provides a basis for many varying 
interpretations.

Jabotinsky’s short essay on the yovel, titled 
“The Jubilee: The Biblical Plan for Ex-
panded Ownership” (1930), may serve as 
an example of this tension in his thought. 
Jabotinsky sees the Jubilee as a curative reset 
in capitalism. His overriding rhetorical com-
mitment to anti-socialism is announced 
with the opening salvo: “It is a common 
belief that socialism is rooted in the Bible; 
but this is not the case.” This forthright 
enmity to socialism is part of what the 
Laborite leaders of the mainstream Zionist 
movement found so threatening about Re-
visionists, who often served as strikebreak-
ers against the Histadrut (the Zionist labor 
federation). Here, Jabotinsky’s offensive is 
ideological; he wants to take the yovel away 
from the socialists, who often cite it as a 
biblical forerunner for their own politics, 
and align it instead with his own idiosyn-
cratic political program.

While Jabotinsky sings the praises of the 
bourgeoisie, his defense of capitalism de-
pends on its ability to provide a framework 

for a social safety net. He continues the 
thread of a long line of apologetics that sees 
the “social legislation” of the Bible (the Sab-
bath, the tithes) as containing a wise set of 
reforms that restrain an otherwise rapacious 
and uncaring marketplace. And the yovel, 
which is described in Leviticus 25 as an 
occasion on which slaves go free and land 
returns to those who had to sell it to pay 
debts, is easily the most radical of these.

In 2017, we would be hard-pressed to find 
a liberal economist willing to sign on to 
the regular redistribution of property and 
cancellation of all debts. But Jabotinsky 
sees the Jubilee as an attempt to “insti-
tutionalize periodic social upheavals,” 
rather than respecting the purportedly 
fair and just outcomes of market distribu-
tive processes. The difference between 
the system outlined in the Jubilee and 
socialism, then, is that the Jubilee is a 
curative method rather than a preventa-
tive one. Jabotinsky sees socialism (and 
he almost certainly has the USSR in mind) 
as attempting to prevent inequality from 
ever arising, whereas the Jubilee merely 
corrects it after a finite time has elapsed. 
The former claims to achieve a final 
revolution, after which no more change 
would be necessary; the latter embraces a 
maelstrom, built into the constitution of 
society itself. On the one hand, social-
ism, in its attempts to prevent inequal-
ity, crushes individuality and represses 
talent, and ends up preventing not only 
the accumulation of wealth, but also any 
and all innovation. The Jubilee, on the 
other hand, allows free rein for 50 years 

to the entrepreneurs and creative think-
ers of the world before hitting the “reset” 
button — enough time for people to see 
rewards for their labor, while still ultimately 
maintaining a concern with fairness and 
social balance.

A final irony of Jabotinsky’s attempt to 
wage rhetorical war against socialism by 
means of the Jubilee is the strange bedfel-
lows he makes in the process. Jewish social-
ists and anarchists, like Gustav Landauer 
and Martin Buber, praised the Jubilee for 
the same reasons as Jabotinsky, only they 
did so in the name of socialism itself. They 
shared Jabotinsky’s concern that socialism 
would eliminate the competition fostered 
by capitalism. They also shared his sense — 
a fairly common one for fascist politicians, 
as it happens, and of right-wing populist 
nationalists today — that “one should not 
consider aesthetics when it is a matter of 
eliminating hunger.” In other words, com-
petition and free markets are important, 
but, in the end, you have to take care of 
your own. The interpretation of the Jubilee 
is the same; only the assessment of it as 
socialist or anti-socialist is different. Unex-
pected connections like these show why 
it remains worthwhile to read Jabotinsky 
himself, despite and against the symbol he 
has become.
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Samuel Hayim Brody is an assistant 
professor in the department of religious 
studies at the University of Kansas. He is 
currently a fellow at the Katz Center for 
Advanced Judaic Studies at the University of 
Pennsylvania.
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Repaying the Debts  
of Love
 Stephen Hazan Arnoff

Leonard Cohen often described the creative fields 
he sowed as “the biblical landscape.” This is a ter-
rain of characters and stories that he first encoun-
tered growing up in the Jewish community of 
Montreal and explored over a lifetime in art. 

The biblical landscape was not new to popular 
music when Cohen came of age as a musician in 
the late 1960s. But, from a Jewish perspective, 
his vision has been unique. While often com-
pared to the works of his sometime-hevruta part-
ner and sometime-rebbe, Bob Dylan, Cohen’s 
reworking of biblical texts and ideas is unrivaled. 
His 1984 song about King David, “Hallelujah,” 
has been called one of pop’s only universal 
hymns. Other examples abound. And, just 
before his death, Cohen offered a final harvest 
from the biblical landscape with a riff on Jubilee, 
the Bible’s decree that a range of everyday debts 
and obligations must be forgiven every 50 years.

His song, “Treaty” — which speaks about Jubilee 
— is an ode to the burdens of suffering in both 
love and faith. The lover and the divine reflect 
each other in the mode of the Song of Songs or 
Kabbalat Shabbat:

Ah, they’re dancing in the street — it’s Jubilee
We sold ourselves for love but now we’re free
I’m so sorry for the ghost I made you be
Only one of us was real and that was me.

Even though “Jubilee” offers to release every-
one from their shackles, Cohen holds tight to a 
debt of loneliness. Something is not quite right 
— though whether the problem lies with the 
debtor or the one who holds a claim on him is 
not clear. 

The singer does not believe that the law of Jubi-
lee can wipe clean the human slate. This is not 
surprising. Broken covenants appear throughout 
Cohen’s work, particularly during a burst of  
creativity in his 70s that culminated with the 
album “You Want It Darker”  
on which “Treaty” appears.

In another line from the song, “I sit at your table 
every night,” Cohen suggests an offering. But just 
as the Jubilee fails to free him, sacrifice doesn’t 
either: “I try but I just don’t get high with you.” The 
biblical landscape that has drawn him close with 

its promises and regulations cannot  
provide resolution for a broken heart. 

Cohen always knew how to make things dark, 
and things got very dark when he died on the 
eve of the American presidential election last 
November. At the end, his longing for salvation 
and empathy for the divine did not mean that 
he was ready to let either God or himself off the 
hook for their respective failings. On the title 
track of “You Want It Darker,” he actually asks to 
be dealt out of the human game altogether. 

But Cohen’s songs, like life itself, are a spiral. 
Even if the Jubilee or the rules of the game lack 
the oomph required for a final resolution to suf-
fering, some light always flickers into even the 
bleakest of his meditations. There is his famous 
neo-kabbalistic verse from the song “Anthem”: 
“There is a crack, a crack in everything/That’s 
how the light gets in.”And now the final line of 
“Treaty”: “I wish there was a treaty, Between your 
love and mine.”

Cohen doesn’t really want out of the game. He 
still asks for intimacy with the one he loves or the 
One with whom he loves to speak, even if inti-
macy’s only remaining expression is silence. He 
wants a little more time, despite the difficulties 
that more time might bring when the treaty ends. 

Asking for a chance to reset the table and  
balance the score suggests a hope, an urge to  
try again. Even the smallest possibility of re-
demption makes living worthwhile. And so, 
 like Jubilee itself, Cohen leaves us with an  
opportunity to find our way through a biblical 
landscape that offers us a path toward both a 
beginning and an end. 

Stephen Hazan Arnoff, executive director of the 
Fuchsberg Jerusalem Center for Conservative 
Judaism in Israel, writes about rock and religion.

http://www.uscj.org.il
http://www.uscj.org.il


Introduction

Sh’ma Now curates conversations on a single theme rooted in Jewish tradition 
and the contemporary moment. At the heart of this issue of Sh’ma Now is the 
theme of “yovel” — “Jubilee” — a biblical “reset,” when the land returns to 
God and debts are forgiven. The perspectives shared in these pages are meant 
to be expansive — to inspire reflections on Judaism and possibility in ways 
you may not have considered before. They aim to hold discord. We hope that 
the richness and diversity of these essays will show you new perspectives that 
are personally meaningful and edifying.

Sh’ma Now has never viewed learning or “meaning-making” as solely 
an individual activity. That’s why we have included this guide, which 
is specifically designed to help you to consider the idea of going forth 
independently or with others, formally and informally.

How to Begin

This guide offers a variety of suggestions, including activities and prompts 
for individual contemplation and informal or more structured conversations. 
We suggest that you use this guide to share reflections and thoughts over a 
Shabbat meal, or, for those who are more adventurous, to lead a planned, 
structured conversation, inviting a small group of friends and family to your 
home or to a coffee shop. If you would like more information about ways 
in which this journal might be used, please contact Susan Berrin, Sh’ma 
Noweditor-in-chief, at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a PDF file of 
the entire issue at http://forward.com/shma-now/.

Guidelines for Discussion

If you wish to hold a structured conversation, the following guidelines 
may help you to create a space that allows for honest personal exploration 
through sharing:

•  Create a sense of shared purpose that can foster the kind of internal 
reflection that happens through group conversation. 

•  Remind participants of simple ground rules for conversations. For example: 
Avoid commenting on and critiquing each other’s comments. Make 
room for everyone to speak. Step into or away from the conversation 
appropriately. No one participant should dominate the conversation. Let 
silence sit, allowing participants to gather their thoughts.

•  For each of the questions below, we recommend that you print out the 
article in question, or provide the link to it, and we ask that you take a 
moment to read it in print or on screen, before the conversation begins.

•  Allow people a few minutes to absorb the article, perhaps even to read it a 
second time, before moving into the discussion.
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Interpretive Questions  
can focus the reader on the ideas in the articles.

•  Rabbi Ayelet Cohen [page 1] introduces readers to “yovel” — “Jubilee” — as 
a 50th-year “societal corrective, offering those who are locked in poverty 
the chance to start again. A biblically prescribed ‘reset’ button, it helps to 
prevent debt and homelessness from becoming an inheritance to be passed 
on to the next generation.” In the Bible (Leviticus), we learn that the land 
belongs to God: How does the yovel period apply to you, your family, and 
your communities? Does the release of debts commanded by the yovel seem 
realistic? Why or why not? What kinds of systems would need to be in place 
to make the release of debts and the return of land possible? What relevance 
does yovel have for the State of Israel today? Or for the territories occupied 
since June of 1967? Or for the Jewish people? 

•  Yossi Klein Halevi  [page 3] offers a balanced and nuanced understanding 
of the current situation in the West Bank. He explains how he became a 
“centrist”: “Centrists agree with the left about the moral and demographic 
disaster of the occupation, and with the right about the impossibility of 
reconciling, at least for now, with the Palestinian national movement.” 
While he embraces “the left’s conclusion that [Israel] must end the 
occupation,” he notes that “ending the occupation could endanger our 
ability to defend ourselves in an imploding Middle East,” and so he also 
embraces “the right’s conclusion that we don’t have a credible Palestinian 
partner for a durable peace.” He sees this “yovel,” this “Jubilee” since the 
1967 Six-Day War, as an opportunity “for a reset — for each side to concede 
the enormity of our dilemma and the compelling arguments of the other.” 
What informs your stance on Israel’s West Bank position? How do you 
weigh moral arguments against issues of security—especially today, when 
much of the security establishment has thrown its weight behind a two-
state solution? How does the idea that the land belongs to God inform the 
way we talk about the future of Israel—that is, through a lens of holiness, 
what are the theological questions about the ownership of property?

•  Samuel Hayim Brody [page 4] examines the complicated and surprising 
writing of Vladimir Jabotinsky on Jubilee, which he sees as a reset for 
capitalism. He asserts that socialism, “in its attempts to prevent inequality, 
crushes individuality and represses talent, and ends up preventing not only 
the accumulation of wealth, but any and all innovation. The Jubilee, on the 
other hand, allows free rein for 50 years to the entrepreneurs and creative 
thinkers of the world before hitting the ‘reset’ button — enough time for 
people to see rewards for their labor, while still ultimately maintaining a 
concern with fairness and social balance.” Yovel is rooted in a series of ideals 
that, in practice, have a wide range of consequences. What do you see as 
the greatest challenge of yovel? The greatest opportunity? Are the economic 
ramifications of Jubilee realistic? What types of programs could be put into 
place to help “reset” economic policies and provide new opportunities to 
those who are less advantaged? 
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Reflective Questions  
can help to integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own  
sense of self. 

•   Stephen Hazan Arnoff  [page 5] writes about Leonard Cohen’s (z”l) last 
album and the song “Treaty,” which is an “ode to the burdens of suffering 
in both love and faith.” He writes, “Even though ‘Jubilee’ offers to release 
everyone from their shackles, Cohen holds tight to a debt of loneliness.” 
For Cohen, the burden of suffering is what defined much of his music and 
much of his life.  How do you understand the nature of personal suffering 
and its influence on art and creativity? Where is this expressed most 
articulately? Does music live on your personal emotional map? How so? 

•   In NiSh’ma, [page 2] our simulated Talmud page, three writers explore 
the verse from Leviticus inscribed on the Liberty Bell: “Proclaim liberty 
throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.” (25:10) Our 
commentators — a Palestinian, a settler, and the founder of the Center 
for Jewish Nonviolence — discuss how to approach the complexity of 
occupation during the coming yovel year. Munir Fasheh, a Palestinian, writes 
that liberty must always be inclusive: “The wellness of societies cannot 
be but wholesome; any attempt to exclude, ignore, belittle, or degrade is 
counterproductive.” Hanan Schlesinger, a settler, doesn’t believe that “Judea 
and Samaria are occupied territory. But the Palestinians most certainly 
live the reality of an occupied people. We Israelis are an occupying people 
who are ourselves occupied by the occupation. More and more Israelis and 
most of the Jewish residents of Judea and Samaria live in a bubble, and 
hardly recognize that there is an occupation and what it’s doing.” And Ilana 
Sumka, who founded the Center for Jewish Nonviolence, writes: “This is the 
occupation’s yovel year, 50 years since 1967, when the occupation began. 
This is the biblical 50th Jubilee year in which the land lies fallow, mandated 
as a moment in which outstanding debts are to be repaid, slaves released, 
and land returned to its rightful owner. This is what Israel must now do 
with its occupation of the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza: recognize 
the losses Palestinians have incurred and release them from the bondage of 
non-citizenship, travel restriction, and subjection to a separate military legal 
system.” How are these ideas reconciled? Where does the work begin? What 
are the steps forward on a path to peace? What type of planning would 
be required by Jews in Israel and the Diaspora to change the ownership of 
any lands acquired in 1967? Is there a place for utopian ideas—such as the 
yovel—in your own life? How do you make decisions about issues on the 
practical/utopian scale?

Additional Resources on ‘Yovel’
•  Yovel: A Sourcebook for Fifty Years, created by T’ruah, delves into the biblical 

concept of Yovel (Jubilee) as a means of opening up conversation about 
the complexities of the anniversary of 50 years since the Six-Day war. This 
guide looks at seven aspects of yovel, as well as texts about Jerusalem, as 
opportunities to grapple with both 50 years of sovereignty over the holiest 
sites of Judaism, and 50 years of military occupation over another people.  
Order your Yovel guide here.
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https://org2.salsalabs.com/o/5149/shop/shop.jsp%3Fstorefront_KEY%3D871


•  The Center for Jewish Nonviolence engages in creative, nonviolent activism 
in the occupied Palestinian territories and Israel with the aim of bringing an 
end to the occupation. The summer of 2017 marks 50 years of occupation, 
and the organization is mobilizing Jewish activists to join Palestinians on 
the ground to resist segregation and discrimination.

•  SISO: Save Israel. Stop the Occupation has produced a Jubilee Haggadah, 
with contributions from 30 leading Israeli and Diaspora Jewish figures 
interpreting the traditional text in light of Israel’s occupation of the 
Palestinian people. Because liberty is not only for us, but for all human 
beings. From Amos Oz to Sarah Silverman, Achinoam Nini to Leon 
Wieseltier, from Anat Hoffman to Carol Gilligan, in this 50 year, we are 
proclaiming liberty throughout this land for all its inhabitants. The texts 
are rich, nuanced and diverse. The original artwork and design (by Michal 
Sahar, Israel’s leading graphic designer) make this a beautiful work that 
invites reflection and conversation. http://www.nif.org/sisohaggadah

Please note:
Our artist this month, Danielle Siegelbaum, has a show opening June 6th: 
“Cabinet of Curiosities” is a multidimensional presentation of works, 
juxtaposing disparate objects, paintings and photos: A theater of the world. 
The elements of the exhibition bang together to create a meticulous chaos, 
blending fact and fiction. Collectors, galleries and companies have acquired, 
commissioned and displayed her work. 

OPENING RECEPTION: Tuesday, June 6, 6:00 PM / The exhibit continues 
June 8 to July 1, Thursday through Sunday from 2:00 to 8:00.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:  
contact@siegelbaum.com   
www.daniellesiegelbaum.30art.com
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