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DVAR TORAH TO THE CAVE AND BACK 
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai was not impressed by Roman society and did not hide his feelings: “All that they 

made was for themselves; they built market-places as a setting for harlots; they built baths to pamper 

themselves; and they built bridges to collect the tolls.” Pretty soon there was a warrant out for his arrest. The 

Roman government sentenced him to death and he hid in the beit midrash. That became too dangerous, so 

Rabbi Shimon, with his son, hid in a cave. 

 

The Gemara emphasizes a number of details that highlight their retreat from society to nature. In the first 

stage of their retreat Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai’s wife (family) brought him bread (processed food) and a jug 

(man-made vessel) of water to the beit midrash (Torah society’s home base). When they fled to the cave, they 

ate of a carob tree and drank spring water, specially God-given natural food in a natural setting. They had 

totally retreated from society and were alone with God in nature. It goes further, though. Except for when 

they prayed, they buried themselves in sand (to preserve their clothing), and if one were to look at them, they 

appeared as two human beings growing out of the ground, two heads talking Torah.    

 

After twelve years of extreme elevation they were not yet ready to return. They exit the cave, gaze on normal 

people involved in normal activities, and the fields are consumed by their fire. God sends them back to the 

cave. They must first learn to tolerate the world, and that would take another twelve months of elevation. 

When they leave the second time not only Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai but even his son learn to not only 

tolerate but also to appreciate the world. “Look at how Israel loves the mitzvot,” says Rabbi Shimon to his 

son when they see a man running with two myrtle branches as Shabbat comes in – one, he explains, for 

zachor (remember the Shabbat) and one for shamor (keep it). 

 

But they needed to make one last step – not only to tolerate and appreciate, but to give to society. After 

twelve years of being buried up to their necks in sand it took the Tiverian hot baths to heal their cracked 

skin. They wanted, in some way, to show their appreciation and asked the people of Tiveria how they can 

help. They got an offbeat response: Can they discover the locations of the unmarked graves in the 

marketplace of Tiveria so Kohanim can once again enter it? Using his mystical insight Rabbi Shimon marks 

the graves of Tiveria’s marketplace and gives back to Tiveria. 

 

Rabbi Shimon and his son were forced to retreat from society and hide in the cave; but that unfortunate 

death sentence brought about unprecedented personal elevation. They were now faced with a new 

challenge, relating with love to the world they left behind. This took them an extra year in the cave. They 

learned not only how to tolerate the world, how not to look at it without everything burning up, but how to 

appreciate and give to it. They were able to take the special gifts they received in the cave and use them to 

make a unique contribution to society. 

 

But as unique as they were, Rabbi Shimon and his son are also role models. They teach us to strive to 

transform our unfortunate situations into elevating ones. They also teach us to take the elevation we attain 

in our own caves and share it with others.  
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SOURCE GUIDE: SHEMITTAH AND YOVEL: FROM SINGULAR TO PLURAL 
 
There is a striking difference between the way God addresses Israel when He tells them about Shemittah, the 

Sabbatical Year, and how he speaks to them about Yovel, the Jubliee Year. In the section about Shemittah He 

addresses Israel using singular verbs and pronouns, whereas when He starts talking about Yovel He refers to 

them in the plural. This source guide looks at this Shemittah–Yovel contrast and what the Shem Mishmuel 

draws from it.  

 

Shemittah and Yovel in the Torah 

Note the contrast between the two passages (with verbs and pronouns in boldface) and exactly when the 

shift takes place: 

 

Shemittah 

1. Vayikra 25:1-7 

(1) And God spoke to Moshe on Mount Sinai, saying, 

(2) Speak to the children of Israel and you shall say to them: 

When you come to the land that I am giving you, the land shall 

rest a Shabbat for God. 

(3) You may sow your field for six years, and for six years you 

may prune your vineyard, and gather in its produce, 

(4) But in the seventh year, the land shall have a complete rest 

a Shabbat for God; you shall not sow your field, nor shall you 

prune your vineyard. 

(5) You shall not reap the after-growth of your harvest, and you 

shall not pick the grapes you had set aside [for yourself], [for] it 

shall be a year of rest for the land. 

(6) And [the produce of] the Shabbat of the land shall be yours 

to eat for you, for your male and female servants, and for your 

hired worker and resident who live with you, 

(7) And all of its produce may be eaten [also] by your domestic 

animals and by the beasts that are in your land. 

  ז-:אכה ויקרא 
ר( א)  ִסיַני ְבַהר מֶשה ֶאל ה' ַוְיַדבֵּ

אֹמר  :לֵּ
ר( ב) ל ְבנֵּי ֶאל ַדבֵּ ֶהם ְוָאַמְרתָ  ִיְשָראֵּ  ֲאלֵּ

ן ֲאִני ֲאֶשר ָהָאֶרץ ֶאל ָתֹבאּו ִכי  ָלֶכם ֹנתֵּ
 :ה'לַ  ַשָבת ָהָאֶרץ ְוָשְבָתה

ש( ג) ש ָשֶדָך ִתְזַרע ָשִנים שֵּ  ָשִנים ְושֵּ
 :ְתבּוָאָתּה ֶאת ְוָאַסְפתָ  ָךַכְרמֶ  ִתְזֹמר

 ַשָבתֹון ַשַבת ַהְשִביִעת ּוַבָשָנה( ד)
 ִתְזָרע ֹלא ָךָשְד  ה'לַ  ַשָבת ָלָאֶרץ ִיְהֶיה
 :ִתְזֹמר ֹלא ָךְוַכְרמְ 

ת( ה)  ְוֶאת ִתְקצֹור ֹלא ָךְקִציְר  ְסִפיחַ  אֵּ
י  ַשָבתֹון ְשַנת ִתְבֹצר ֹלא ָךְנִזירֶ  ִעְנבֵּ
 :ָלָאֶרץ ִיְהֶיה

 ְלָאְכָלה ָלֶכם ָהָאֶרץ ַשַבת ְוָהְיָתה( ו)
 ָךְוִלְשִכיְר  ָךְוַלֲאָמתֶ  ָךּוְלַעְבְד  ָךלְ 

 :ָמְךעִ  ַהָגִרים ָךּוְלתֹוָשבְ 
 ָךְבַאְרצֶ  ֲאֶשר ְוַלַחָיה ְוִלְבֶהְמְתָך( ז)

 :ֶלֱאֹכל ְתבּוָאָתּה ָכל ִתְהֶיה

 

Yovel – Note exactly when the shift occurs, when Israel is referred to using plural nouns and pronouns. 

2. Vayikra 25:8-13 

(8) And you shall count for yourself seven sabbatical years, 

seven years seven times. And the days of these seven 

sabbatical years shall amount to forty nine years for you. 

(9) You shall proclaim [with] the shofar blasts, in the seventh 

month, on the tenth of the month; on the Day of Atonement, 

you shall sound the shofar throughout your land. 

(10) And you shall sanctify the fiftieth year, and proclaim 

freedom [for slaves] throughout the land for all who live on it. 

It shall be a Jubilee for you, and you shall return, each man to 

his property, and you shall return, each man to his family. 

(11) This fiftieth year shall be a Jubilee for you: you shall not 

sow, nor shall you reap its aftergrowth or pick [its grapes] that 

you had set aside [for yourself]. 

(12) For it is Jubilee. It shall be holy for you; you shall eat its 

produce from the field. 

(13)  During this Jubilee year, you shall return, each man to his 

property. 

  יג-:חכה ויקרא 
 ָשִנים ַשְבֹתת ֶשַבע ָךלְ  תָ ְוָסַפְר ( ח)

י ָךלְ  ְוָהיּו ְפָעִמים ֶשַבע ָשִנים ֶשַבע  ְימֵּ
ַשע ַהָשִנים ַשְבֹתת ֶשַבע  ְוַאְרָבִעים תֵּ
 :ָשָנה

 ַבֹחֶדש ְתרּוָעה שֹוַפר ְוַהֲעַבְרתָ ( ט)
ִרים ְביֹום ַלֹחֶדש ֶבָעשֹור ַהְשִבִעי  ַהִכפֻּ

 :ֶכםַאְרצְ  ְבָכל שֹוָפר רּוַתֲעִבי
ת ֶתםְוִקַדשְ ( י)  ָשָנה ַהֲחִמִשים ְשַנת אֵּ

 יְשֶביהָ  ְלָכל ָבָאֶרץ ְדרֹור ֶתםּוְקָרא
ל  ֶאל ִאיש ֶתםְוַשבְ  ֶכםלָ  ִתְהֶיה ִהוא יֹובֵּ

ָזתוֹ   :בּוָתשֻּ  ִמְשַפְחתוֹ  ֶאל ְוִאיש ֲאחֻּ
ל( יא)  ָשָנה ַהֲחִמִשים ְשַנת ִהוא יֹובֵּ

 ֶאת ִתְקְצרּו ְוֹלא ִתְזָרעּו ֹלא ָלֶכם ִתְהֶיה
 :ְנִזֶריהָ  ֶאת ִתְבְצרּו ְוֹלא ְסִפיֶחיהָ 

ל ִכי( יב)  ִמן ֶכםלָ  ִתְהֶיה ֹקֶדש ִהוא יֹובֵּ
 :ְתבּוָאָתּה ֶאת ֹתאְכלּו ַהָשֶדה

ל ִבְשַנת( יג) בּו ַהֹזאת ַהיֹובֵּ  ִאיש ָתשֻּ
ָזתוֹ  ֶאל  :ֲאחֻּ



Shemittah vs. Yovel: the Zohar  

The Torah refers to Israel in two different ways: as a unified whole and as a collection of individuals. The 

Torah uses the singular when referring to Israel as one unified entity, and the plural when referring to them 

as a collections of individuals, says the Shem Mishmuel (Behar 5670) quoting the Zohar.  

 

3. Shem Mishmuel (Behar 5670) 

It says in the Zohar that wherever [Israel] is referred to in the 

singular it is relating to them as one unified entity. This is 

when they are all connected together as one person, as it says, 

“Israel encamped there (at Mt. Sinai)” (Shemot 19:2), and our 

sages explained, “As one person with one heart” (Mechilta 

quoted by Rashi Shemot 19:2).  

 שם משמואל פרשת בהר שנת תר"ע 
 בלשון שנאמר מ"שכ ק"בזוה ואיתא

 יחד כולם שהם הכלל מצד הוא יחיד
 שם ויחן ש"וכמ חברים אחד כאיש

 אחד כאיש ל"ז ואמרו' וגו ישראל
 .אחד בלב

 

Shemittah, it follows as we plug in the Zohar’s distinction, focuses on Israel as one unit, whereas Yovel 

focuses on the individual.  

 

This is born out by the halachot and themes of each. Shemittah de-emphasizes personal ownership and 

distinctions between individuals. Everyone – rich and poor alike – can partake of the produce of the land. 

Yovel, on the other hand, emphasizes the individual: 

 

4. Vayikra 25:10 

It shall be a Jubilee for you, and you shall return, each man to 

his property, and you shall return, each man to his family. 

  :יכה ויקרא 
ל...   ִאיש ְוַשְבֶתם ָלֶכם ִתְהֶיה ִהוא יֹובֵּ
ָזתוֹ  ֶאל בּו ִמְשַפְחתוֹ  ֶאל ְוִאיש ֲאחֻּ  :ָתשֻּ

 

The Zohar understands this verse as not only applying to freed slaves, but to every person: 

 

5. Shem Mishmuel (Behar 5670) 

And the holy Zohar explains that this refers to each person 

returning to the source of his soul, for every soul has a special 

source, as explained in the Midrash.  

 משמואל פרשת בהר שנת תר"עשם  
 אל איש שהוא( ב"ע ח"ק) ק"ובזוה
 לה יש נשמה שכל, נשמתו שורש
 במדרש כמבואר מיוחד שורש

 .'(מ' פ ר"שמ)

 

First Shemittah, then Yovel 

Shemittah emphasizes that Israel is one entity, each one of us connecting up to the Klal. In Yovel we return 

to ourselves, focusing on the individual. But in order to get to the self-awareness of Yovel, one must first 

connect up with the Klal, the unified whole of Israel, through Shemittah. Shemittah is an opportunity for each 

of us with our personal flaws – unable to stand alone before God as a righteous individual – to connect up 

with all of Israel through love of Israel.  

 

6. Shem Mishmuel (Behar 5670) 

This is a proper strategy for every person to come to the 

mitzvah to love another as ourself, a great principle of Torah. 

That if a person knows that at his essence he only has the 

ability to live through his connection to the unified whole, [he 

also knows] that his friend is also part of Klal Yisrael, Israel as 

one entity, and he is as one of his limbs. 

 שם משמואל פרשת בהר שנת תר"ע 
 איך איש לכל נכונה עצה יש ובזה
 כמוך לרעך ואהבת למצות לבוא
 יודע שבאם, בתורה גדול כלל שהוא

 לו שאין נפשו מהות את היטב אדם
 ובאשר, הכלל מצד רק חיות שום

 הרי כ"א ישראל מכלל הוא גם חברו
  .מאבריו כאחד הוא

 

 
The Shem Mishmuel suggests that this is what the Zohar means by connecting Shemittah with “Knesset 
Yisrael,” the congregation of Israel, and Yovel with “Binah,” the ability to look deep within ourselves and 
see our individual essence. He also suggests that the same distinction will appear, on a grand scale, in 
the two stages of Yemot Hamashiach, the Messianic Era, that focuses on Israel as a unified entity, and 
Olam Haba, the World to Come, that emphasizes each individual’s special connection to God. 



PREPARING FOR THE DAY AFTER BY RABBI YISROEL CHOLEVA 
 

In this week's parshah, Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch examines why the Torah phrases the commandment of 

counting for the Yovel (Jubilee Year) in the second person singular: “you shall count” whereas when the Torah 

commands the counting of the Omer it phrases it in the second person plural. He answers that the counting 

of the Yovel is a national mitzvah that only needs to be performed once on behalf of all of the people. 

Regarding the Omer, however, unlike the counting for the Yovel, there is not a general pronouncement by 

the Beis Din each day announcing the current count of the Omer. Rather, every person must discharge their 

obligation by individually counting. Let us examine the ideas of the nation and the individual and how they 

relate to the period of the Omer. 

 

The Omer is counted between the major festivals of Pesach and Shavuot. Pesach commemorates and 

celebrates the establishment of the Jewish people as a nation. The freedom from Egypt and subsequent 

independence allowed for the formation of a unique and powerful society: from the slaves of Egypt arose a 

nation of free men. Yet freedom is not the end goal of the nation. Simply to create a society is meaningless if 

that society does that have principles to uphold and aspirations to realize. Many times in history we see that 

a movement begins to uproot the injustices of the existing rulers, only to fall apart after taking power due to 

a lack of planning for the next stage, the “day after”. 

 

The nation of Israel is not destined for this failure. Rather, the Jewish nation was created to receive and 

implement the Holy Torah that was given at the end of the Omer period, on the holiday of Shavuot. As Rav 

Hirsch writes about the Jewish people on Pesach: “You are to consider yourself not at the goal, but only at 

the beginning of your national destiny and only begin to count for the acquisition of another goal.” Thus we 

can explain why the Omer period is counted “from Pesach” (starting with the first day of the Omer) rather 

than “to Shavuot” (49 days until). Pesach is not only a celebration of the achievement of one goal, but also 

the beginning of the next, loftier one. We learn from our patriarch Yaakov who, after asking to rest, was given 

the challenge of the disappearance of his son Yosef. The Jewish people are not to rest, but rather to 

constantly strive for further greatness, to improve ourselves as much as we can by perfecting the world and 

connecting with our Creator. 

 

This lesson is not just for the Jewish people as a whole, but applies equally to all the individual members of 

the nation. Each one of us must be in a state of growth, setting higher goals as we move through life. It is 

insufficient for us to look from afar at the Jewish people and be satisfied with the direction of the nation. 

Rather, the individual must seek to enhance their contribution to society and be an active participant in and 

promoter of those national achievements. This explains why the counting of the Omer is a commandment to 

each person. The Gemara in Sukkah 45b quotes Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai who speaks about the concept of 

Bnei Aliyah, which means children of growth. The Omer is a rejoinder to us all to become Bnei Aliyah, 

achieving goals, setting new ones, and building on the past while moving towards a greater future.     
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