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––– Briefly D’var Torah ––– 

B’har-B’chukotai: Leviticus 25:1 - 27:34
 

Celebration in the Midst of Seriousness

Celebration!?  Celebration is an unlikely proclamation to ring out from Leviticus.  We think of this book’s 
contents in terms of ancient sacrifices and a wide range of detailed laws.  Yet, as we arrive at the double 
portion, B’har-B’chukotai, we are told to proclaim a Jubilee, a 50th year, which is expressed as a celebration.    
If you want to read the details of the Jubilee and its land rights, you can read Leviticus 25.  However, this 
week, I want to embrace the pedigree that is given to Leviticus’ sense of celebration at embracing laws and 
practices.  At the very beginning of this portion and Leviticus 25, we read: “God spoke to Moses on Mount 
Sinai.”  That simple and seemingly common Torah phrase speaks to the importance given the jubilee.  As 
Rabbi Gunther Plaut commented (in the Torah commentary we use at BHC), “These words are a surprise….” 
The law, presumably, was given to Moses at Sinai and, for some reason, written down in a later passage (this 
week’s portion).  This passage comes with a most ancient and serious pedigree, according to the Torah’s 
words.

As Reform Jews, we understand that the Torah was written over time, not given fully at Sinai. But as a 
Jewish community, we can still embrace the memory and the power that comes from Sinai’s lineage.  Much 
commentary regarding the Jubilee focuses on the importance of economic fairness in a society (a worthy 
heritage) or the question of whether land redistribution ever occurred in ancient Israel (an intriguing 
intellectual debate).  However, in the midst of a year that has been focused on so many rules and details 
(masks, distancing, Zoom etiquette), I suggest that at this point in our journey, we embrace the celebration 
indicated by the word jubilee.

Yes, a jubilee formally marks a 50th anniversary, or a half century invoking of a commandment.  However, 
a jubilee is just as often thought of as a chance to celebrate, as a community.  Our next steps individually, 
societally, as a congregation, are not entirely clear.  There will still be rules and protocols in the face of a not 
yet completed pandemic—to be sure.  However, I hear Leviticus calling out this year and reminding us of the 
importance of celebration.  I don’t mean a party with a lot of people, a lot of fancy food, and a live band. I 
don’t think we are there yet.  I do mean that Leviticus 25 is surprisingly charging us to remember to celebrate 
our lives, our values, and our community.  We are not only called upon to decide upon and embrace rules.  
We are also obligated by Jewish tradition to celebrate. Those celebrations may just be some chocolate 
cake (or any other favorite dessert).  Or it may be celebrating Shavuot with nighttime study and sunrise 
(or shortly thereafter) prayers, even if still on Zoom or stream.  Or it may be tasting initial opportunities to 
gather in person, even in relatively small numbers. All these possibilities will unfold.  However, even Leviticus 
acknowledges that our lives and our community are not only about rules and debates.  We embrace life by 
remembering to celebrate as well.  

Shabbat Shalom, 
Rabbi Busch


