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Parshat Behar:

From the Transactional to the Transcendent and Back Again

Rabba Dina Brawer
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Most years the Torah portion of Behar is read in conjunction with that of Behukotai. Although that is
not the case on a Jewish leap year, analyzing the tension inherent in the two sidrot, enables a more
nuanced understanding of each.

Behar, named for mount Sinai, symbolizes the aspirational: revelation as an invitation to connect to
God. Behukotai, captures the granular detail of God’s laws.

Behar begins with yIxn-7x ixan ', when you come to the land, and can be read as a future tense
description of an idyllic life in the land of Israel observing three key mitzvot:

e Shmita, the Sabbatical year, when the land is left fallow. This mitzvah captures the essence
of a work/life balance; an opportunity to take a break from the daily rat race to study,
contemplate and place our faith in God for our daily sustenance.

e Yovel, the Jubilee year, when all land reverts to its original owner and slaves are liberated.
This point in time is a reminder that while we work hard to invest in our own fortunes, we
must find ways of allowing others a fresh start free of debt and afford them a chance to
prosper.

e Shabbat, the weekly day of rest, described by the Rabbis as a taste of the World to Come,
encourages us to live a life directed towards the spiritual and to find our purpose beyond
work.

All the mitzvot described in Behar convey lofty aspirational values.

In contrast Behukotai opens with the conditional 157n 'npna-ox, If you follow My laws, and promptly
proceeds to specify how the key blessings necessary to prosper in an agricultural society, rain and
peace, are conditional on faithful observance of God’s laws and commandments. The entire sedra
suggests negotiating and bartering, a transactional relationship with God.

And yet, despite the apparent differences between these two sidrot, there is an integrity shared
between them. Behar begins with God’s revelation at Sinai,\nx '1'0 D2 NYn~7% N 12T

and Behukotai comes full circle restating: 13'0 702 "xIW' 12778 NYRTNIX *N NIY WN NIXAN NYX, these
are the commandments that God commanded Moshe at Mount Sinai.

Perhaps this is because one is the portal to the other. The transactional phase of Bechukotai is
where many of us begin. We seek God’s favour and blessing, and in order to be worthy of them we
try to arrange our lives in accordance with God’s will. But this somewhat infantile phase can be the
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opening to a loftier one, in which the ideals of Behar are sought. These ideals, captured in the laws
of Shemitah, are about living on an elevated spiritual plane. One that recognizes and celebrates
God’s continuous flow of energy into all of creation.

But it's not a one way ticket. Living with a heightened spiritual awareness is difficult to sustain, and
so we often move back and forth along the transactional - transcendent continuum. Sometimes our
religious experiences are of a hightended nature. Other times we find ourselves back at the infantile
stage, behaving so as to elicit God’s blessings.

The fact that these two sidrot are so intimately bound with each other, and that both point towards
Sinai, indicate the complexity and fluidity of religious devotion.
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