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Oy, these last two parashiot of Vayikra have given me quite
the roller coaster ride, carrying me to divine heights and
then  down  to  horrifying  depths.  We  are  commanded  to  not
“crush” our brethren (25:46) and, likewise, to not overwork
the land—because, after all, we are only sojourners on earth
and in a land which belongs to God. We are, at best, temporary
trustees,  caretakers.  How  true!  And  what  a  redemptive
perspective this is. It’s also puzzling because, after seven
years, and in the fiftieth year, lands are to be returned to
their original family “owners.”
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We are commanded not to cheat one another, charge no interest
on  a  loan,  take  care  of  those  in  need—in  short,  behave
ethically, kindly, charitably. And if we do, God promises us
rain, copious crops, healthy livestock, fruit-bearing trees,
fertility, victory over our enemies, and peace in our time.

But if we violate such commandments—watch out, God will lay us
low  with  fevers,  rashes,  crop  failure,  wild  animals,
sterility,  plagues,  death  via  enemy  sword,  starvation,
desolation, exile. Eventually, we will tremble and flee the
sound of a “blown leaf as though fleeing from a sword and [we]
will fall [when] no one is chasing [us] (26:36).” I am not
even  going  to  ask  why  God  threatens  such  terrifying
punishments—what does God know about human nature that we
would rather hide beneath a fig leaf?

We are all so poignantly human that we fail God’s every test
again and again—and why? Because we are hopelessly tempted by,
even enslaved to, lust, pride, greed, laziness, selfishness,
gluttony—all the deadly sins.

Enslaved, are we? Well, slavery is allowed here. For the first
time, this “peculiar institution” is regulated and limited.
Have we learned nothing? Weren’t we all once slaves in Egypt?
Don’t we, of all people, understand that slavery is soul-
crushing,  an  abomination?  How  can  the  same  Torah  which
commands justice, fairness, freedom, forgiveness, redemption,
holiness, also normalize slavery—even if necessary for the
survival  of  an  agricultural,  subsistence  economy?  As  I
mentioned before, these last chapters of Vayikra (Leviticus)
take us both to heights and depths.

What do you think?

Here’s to a thoughtful Shabbat Shalom.


