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Rosh Hashanah 5782/2021 

Rabbi Lester Bronstein, Bet Am Shalom, White Plains NY 

“In Perpetuity” ("בצמיתות") 

[This talk begins with the unison reading of V’haya in English on page 309 of the 

Kol Haneshama Mahzor, which sets the backdrop for the talk.] 

 

I. 

I’m going to talk with you today about our environmental emergency. I’m not 

going to cite even one gory detail or statistic.  You know the details. Instead, I’m 

going to charge us all to get involved immediately in ways we’ve never imagined. 

I’m going to tell you that this is a religious obligation. If you’re not religious, I’m 

telling you today that this might be a good time to get religious.  

Let’s reflect a moment:   

Judaism retains certain vestiges of our ancient past.  These quaint remembrances 

allow us to create a lovely ritual tradition, a shared identity, and a basis for 

passing on both tradition and identity to future generations. 

One of these happened in ancient times every seven years.  Once every seven 

years, our Torah commanded our ancestors to completely overturn the routines 

of their agricultural and economic lives by performing the profound act of 

“release,” or Sh’mita.  Sh’mita, as described in Leviticus 25 and Deuteronomy 15, 

required all Israelites to cease sowing their fields and pruning their vineyards one 

year out of seven; to release all contracts with indentured servants; to cancel 
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outstanding loans; and to live off whatever popped up out of the ground.  To give 

both the land and the social system a “Shabbat.”   

And, moreover, to trust that this collective practice would not only not drive 

individuals into financial ruin, but would in fact demonstrate to all concerned that 

trust in a divinely ordained system would create prosperity “in perpetuity.”  And 

not only prosperity, but what we today refer to, almost incessantly, as “equity.” 

And that furthermore, a composite of seven Sh’mita cycles constituted a Yovel, or 

jubilee year, during which monopolies were broken down because all land 

holdings reverted to their original owners.  Says the Torah, “the land may not be 

sold in perpetuity, bitz’mitut.”  It was perhaps the Torah’s most radical idea. 

  

The ancient Rosh Hashanah, before it was a defanged vestige of its former self, 

marked among other things the beginning of the Sh’mita year.  Because we 

retained the zekher or memory of counting the years, we know that today, the 

start of 5782, is the beginning of a Sh’mita year.  And our response to this piece of 

information might reasonably be “that’s nice.” Or “so nu?” 

Today, observant Jewish residents of Israel do not eat produce grown by Jews on 

Israeli soil during the sabbatical year.  They are allowed, however, to purchase 

produce from non-Jews.  And ever since the First Century, Hillel’s prozbul allowed 

Jews to extend loans through the release year without incurring penalties from 

“on high.”  For the rest of us Jews, Sh’mita places no practical obligations on us 

whatsoever.  
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But, as with, say, Shabbat, which we now treat as a sort of “day off” (if we do at 

all), or as an opportunity to do Jewish “cultural” programming, but which we are 

only now discovering that this thing called Shabbat may be our only route back to 

reclaiming our humanity, likewise Sh’mita/Release may be our only chance to 

save our earth, our water, our air, our shared economy, our shared society, our 

hope for any glimpse of equity, our very last gasp of life itself.  

It may be time to stop playing games with the memory of Sh’mita and start using 

the formulas – the road map – of Sh’mita for real to save ourselves.  Not to save 

the Jewish people, mind you - though to me that is of primary importance, 

especially in this day and age of rising antisemitism from left and right, here and 

abroad - not to save the Jewish people, because as life forms we Jews are not 

independent of anyone or anything; and not even to save the human race, which 

is hardly independent of the ecosystem.  But to save kol yosh’vey tevel, all life 

forms that dwell on this teetering, lurching planet. As I said: a religious obligation. 

A chiyuv. 

 

II. 

We have already been informed that it is too late to do more than slow down the 

inevitable.  We can only hope that if we succeed in slowing it down, we can give 

our scientists and ethicists time to innovate a way out: fossil-free fuels, waste-free 

consumption, an economy that preserves incentive while not driving people to 

ever greater gaps of wealth and poverty.  Only by teaching ourselves a bold new 

version of Sh’mita can we dare to think that the “days of hell upon earth” (to 

paraphrase our Torah) might be delayed.  
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Because as of now, we have not only “sold the land in perpetuity,” we have also 

“sold out” the land, and we have nearly done that “in perpetuity,” i.e., beyond 

retrieval.  And, in so doing, we have all but destroyed the holy dynamic of land, 

people, and behavior.  We have all but created our own galut, our own exile.  We 

have estranged ourselves from the land.  We have all but become gerim, aliens on 

earth, in perpetuity.      

 

III. 

Seven-plus weeks ago, on Tisha b’Av, I suggested that our Rabbis planted a Tisha 

b’Av-like warning system into our daily prayer ritual.  That warning, like the 

annual alarm that goes off on Tisha b’Av, tells us that we always have a choice, 

between on the one hand “our days and our children’s days being numerous on 

the land, for as long as heaven rests upon earth;” and on the other hand “no rain 

will fall, the ground will not give forth her produce, and you will be forced to leave 

the good land that I am giving you.”   

And that we have full responsibility for the consequences of that choice.  And that 

the choice is not an individual one, but a collective one that relies on each 

individual’s buy-in. “All hands on deck,” as it were. 

Tisha b’Av reminds us of what really did happen – twice and more - when we let 

injustice, inequity, and sin’at chinam, baseless hatred, rule our Jewish 

commonwealth, as if to say “and you think it can’t happen again?”   

Likewise, what I am calling the twice-daily version of Tisha b’Av is the so-called 

second paragraph of the Sh’ma. It is right there in every morning and evening 
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service, right after we recite Sh’ma Yisrael, “Hear O Israel,” and V’ahavta, “you 

shall love the Eternal your God.”   

Right there in the middle of this central ritual at the heart of the prayer book, the 

Rabbis inserted a sobering quote from Deuteronomy 11: v’haya im shamo’a 

tish’m’u - “It shall come to pass if you shomei’a, if you hearken; and it shall 

otherwise come to pass if you don’t hearken. 

The passage expresses itself in agricultural terms:  rain, land, oil, grain, wine, 

grass, fields, domesticated animals. It is both literal and metaphoric.  Indeed, it 

articulates the very nexus of the literal and the metaphoric, the point at which we 

gradually notice that without the basics of physical life, we cannot do philosophy 

or poetry or culture, or any of the things that make us feel ecstatically human.  

The passage promises that “your days and your children’s days will be as heaven 

upon earth.”  If only! 

Most importantly, the passage presents itself as a direct quote from God.  God 

speaks as the source of everything both physical and ephemeral, both life-

sustaining and life-affirming.  God speaks as the source of our choice, and the 

source of our dilemma.  “I will give you rain,” versus “I will burn against you.”   

This may be the hardest pill for moderns to swallow.  Reconstructionists in 1945 

refused to say it liturgically. They substituted a different passage from 

Deuteronomy that to their ears sounded less quid pro quo, less moralistic, and 

more encouraging.  Less suggestive that a real God rewards and punishes. 

But in 1989 Reconstructionists restored it.  Here is what the prayer book’s editor, 

Rabbi David Teutsch, said in his footnote: 
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“What human action could result in the destruction of the rains, the onset of crop 

failure and famine?  Abuse of the eco-system upon which our very lives 

depend.  And how could such an event occur?  When we lose sight of our place in 

the world and the wondrous gift in all that is.   

The traditional second paragraph of the Shema was replaced by another biblical 

selection in earlier Reconstructionist liturgy because the traditional paragraph was 

understood as literal reward and punishment.  However, today in the light of our 

awareness of the human abuse of the environment, we recognize that often this 

reward and punishment rest in our own hands.  This ancient and yet vital message 

of the Torah urges us to choose life.” 

To which Rabbi Arthur Green adds:  

“Ironically, the more we are blessed, so it seems, the less grateful and aware of 

blessing we become.  It is when we are most sated, Scripture warns us, that we 

should be most careful.” 

To my ear, this editorial humility is most welcome.  It models the more basic 

humility we need to adopt if we are to change our ways and save 

ourselves.  Likewise, it calls us to be, if anything, less humble, Jewishly speaking, 

and more willing to tell the world what we know from our particular Jewish 

sacred wisdom, our holy Torah. 

That Torah tells us that, in the words of the two-thousand year-old man, “there’s 

something bigger than Phil.”  There’s God, or Godliness, or the Divine, or 

Shekhinah, or the Moral Order, or Gaia, or Auf der Emes, Truth Itself, that 

commands and demands that we submit ourselves to the dynamics of Creation in 
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all its manifestations; that demands that we see ourselves as partners with 

Creation, not manipulators of it or supervisors over it. 

IV. 

When the shofar blows today, again and again as if to keep giving us one chance 

after another to open our stubborn ears and hear it, we will not only be 

reenacting a quaint, ancient, de-fanged ritual. We will be doing what our 

ancestors knew they must do every seventh Rosh Hashanah, and what they would 

be baffled to learn that we no longer do: Observing the practice of Sh’mita, 

reconstructed for our own frightening time -  

To wit, releasing our shackle-hold on the land; reconfiguring our economic 

relationship between rich and poor; revitalizing our loving stewardship toward 

the gifts of air, water, and soil; rediscovering our partnership with the One of 

Being who grants us the awesome power of reward and punishment, and who 

lovingly implores us to use that power by choosing life. 

Says the Torah in the passage on Sh’mita and Yovel, “For the land must not be 

sold in perpetuity, beyond reclaim, for the land is Mine; you are but strangers 

resident with Me.” Ki gerim v’toshavim atem immadi.  

To which the Dubner Maggid responds, and I paraphrase: “If you humans act as if 

you own the world, that you are the hosts, then I, God, will become, as it were, a 

stranger in my world.  But if you act as honored guests in my world, then I, God, 

can dwell at the center and grant you the days of heaven on earth.” kiy’mei 

hashamayim al ha’aretz. 

May it only be so. 


