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EDITORIAL

Dear Readers,

The year 2000 will be a Jubilee Year. Many people
think of this as the transition to a new millennium:
grounds for an exhilarating celebration. It should not
be taken for granted — especially if one considers
the last decades of the outgoing millennium - that
the earth has survived so long. Or that we (or at least
some of us) are so well off. There are in fact good
grounds for thanksgiving and celebration. Many look
beyond this point as well. Full of confidence in the
Lord reigning over time and eternity and at the same
time full of concern for the fact that many fellow hu-
man beings in our day have little reason to celebrate
- in spite of millennium change and Jubilee Year.

The Jubilee Year in the biblical sense of the term,
the Old Testament yobel-year, has a deeper signifi-
cance. In the yobel-year, original relationships of
ownership are restored. It is a year in which solidar-
ity with the poor and with people who have fallen
upon hard times overcomes all barriers of egocen-
tric, ethnocentric and religiocentric behaviour; a year
in which the logic of the market and of money gives
way to the logic of mutual responsibility and of love.
This is truly a reason for celebration.

In his article The Year of Jubilee and the Remission
of Debt - Elements of Reflection in View of the Bibli-
cal Apostolate, Thomas Osborne undertakes an ex-
amination of the biblical statements on the Jubilee
Year and raises the question of their relevancy for
today. It is astounding how pointed and precise are
the Bible's observations about things like unjust
market mechanisms, exploitation through usury, or
the question of debt and responsibility - even be-
yond the material dimension of these phenomena.
And how challenging the questions that arise from
this discussion can be for our present situation.

T
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The article Dept Remission - yes, but... underscores
the point that debt remission involves more than just
economic questions and questions of infrastructure.
What is at issue here is the whole fundamental ori-
entation of societal as well as personal existence;
the question of values and their concrete applica-
tion is raised. This leads also to reflection on the
roles and tasks of the Catholic Biblical Federation
with reference to the question of debt remission. The
results of relevant surveys circulated among mem-
bers of the Federation are also included in this re-
flection.

Many members of the CBF have been dealing with
the theme of debt remission in their respective con-
texts. An example would be the Centro de Estudios
y Relaciones Judeo-Cristianas (CERJUC) in Costa
Rica. Its small publication on the Jubilee Year, which
discusses the various aspects of liberation, will be
found under the rubric From the Federation. In the
final pages of this issue we have assembled a fairly
extensive, multi-lingual bibliography, complete with
references to interesting internet links.

However complex world economic networks and fi-
nance mechanisms may be, no less clear and sim-
ple is the Bible's challenge: that human beings, with
their dignity, their rights, and their freedom should
occupy the centre of our concerns. Within the frame-
work of our engagement in the biblical pastoral min-
istry let us make our modest contribution to the proc-
ess of translating this vision into reality. May all hu-
man beings in the year 2000 find reason at least for
optimism, if not for celebration.

Alexander M. Schweitzer
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The Year of Jubilee and the
Remission of Debt

Elements of reflection in view of the biblical
apostolate

THOMAS P. 0SBORNE

In this article the author studies the various passages in the Bible that
treat the theme of a periodical liberation of indebted or enslaved hu-
man beings. The problem of indebtedness moved Israelite society dur-
ing different periods of its history, and it came up with a variety of re-
sponses, ranging from an appeal to family and ethnic solidarity to a
periodic remission of debts.

Biblical legislation sees through the dynamic of economic pressures
and shows an awareness of the human tendency to profit from the des-
perate situation of others. In order to restrict this kind of abuse it pro-
poses a kind of solidarity pact. Even if this response is not one that can
be directly transferred to today's situation, it nevertheless poses the
decisive questions.

The Bible reminds us that human dignity and the respect owed to it do
not depend on a person's economic situation or financial solvency,
and that lending money at interest rates to people in desperate situa-
tions amounts to a form of exploitation. In light of these observations,
some provocative questions are put to the economic and value sys-
tems of today.

t the time of its Fifth Plenary

Assembly in 1996, the mem-

bers of the Catholic Biblical
Federation present at Hong Kong
committed themselves to "working
actively for the cancellation of inter-
national debts by the year 2000, in
order to make it a real year of Jubi-
lee, a lifting of burdens from the
oppressed"(Final Declaration, §
8.1.7).

This resolution followed the appeal
of Pope John Paul Il in his Apostolic
Letter Tertio millennio adveniente
(1994), in which the pontiff draws on
a series of biblical texts which de-
scribe the periodical liberation of
slaves and the restoration to their
land of Israelites who had lost their
property because of debt. According
to the Pope, "the purpose of the Ju-
bilee Year was precisely to reestab-
lish equality among all the children
of Israel, opening new possibilities to
families that had lost their goods and
even personal liberty". Its aim was to
reestablish "social justice" (§ 13). In
the tradition of the Church, the Jubi-
lee Year is that "year of grace" of
which Isaiah speaks (chap. 61). It has
become above all a "year of forgive-
ness of sins and of the penalties due
to sins, a year of reconciliation among
enemies, a year of multiple conver-
sions and of sacramental and extra-
sacramental penance" (§ 14). A little
later in this same document, the Pope
emphasizes the importance of the
preferential option for the poor and
the excluded which should shape
Christian engagement:



BULLETIN DEI VERBUM 51

"Indeed, it has to be said that a com-
mitment to justice and peace in a
world like ours, marked by so many
conflicts and intolerable social and
economic inequalities, is a necessary
condition for the preparation and cel-
ebration of the Jubilee. Thus, in the
spirit of the Book of Leviticus (25:8-
12), Christians will have to raise their
voice on behalf of all the poor of the
world, proposing the Jubilee as an
appropriate time to give thought,
among other things, to reducing sub-
stantially, if not cancelling outright,
the international debt which serious-
ly threatens the future of many na-
tions" (§ 51).

Numerous Christian groups have ral-
lied to this appeal. Under the rubric
of Jubilee 2000, a vast international
campaign of sensitization and collec-
tion of signatures has been organized
in view of the meeting of the G-8
countries which took place in Co-
logne on 19 June, 1999." Caritas In-
ternationalis has set in motion an ef-
fort of sensitization under the rubric
"Putting Life before Debt".2 Numerous
Bishops' Conferences, Justice and
Peace Commissions and ecumenical
church agencies have drafted
thought-provoking documents on
this question. In the wake of these
discussions, several countries have
already obtained a reduction, or even
an outright cancellation of their inter-
national debt, in particular a number
of countries that have recently been
struck by natural catastrophes.

The participants in the meeting of
Hong Kong more than once raised
the question: "What can we do in the
face of such a complex situation? We
know how to read the Bible and to
do biblical animation, but the ques-
tions of international finance and the
management of loans are so complex
that we would be going beyond our
area of competency by involving our-
selves in this discussion." It is true, in
fact, that the questions are not easy
and there is no single, universal re-
sponse. Nevertheless, if we believe
that the Bible has a word to say on
behalf of the lives of men and wom-

en of our time, we do not have the
right to hide behind pious words. We
are called on to open our ears and
our hearts both to the biblical texts
and to our brothers and sisters who
are victims of a debt that is impossi-
ble to bear.

This article would like first of all to
pass in review the principal biblical
texts that treat the periodical libera-
tion of persons who are in debt or in
slavery. It will then go on to make a
few comments on the relevancy of
these texts for the issue of the remis-
sion of debt. Since it is not possible
to date these texts or the law collec-
tions of which they form a part with
certainty, nor to demonstrate conclu-
sively the literary relationships be-
tween them, we will remain cautious
as far as concerns elaborating a the-
ory of the progressive development
of this legislation. We simply note that
the problem of indebted individuals
was one which preoccupied Israelite
society and its legislators at different
periods and in diverse situations, and
that they came up with a variety of
solutions.

The Covenant Code

The Covenant Code (Ex 20:22-23:19)
drew on the model of the rhythm of a
six day work week and a seventh day
of rest (23:12) when it decreed the
liberation of Hebrew slaves after six
years, if they so desired (21:2-11) and
when it legislated a fallow year for the
land in the seventh (23:10-11). These
directives have essentially a social
purpose: the seventh day of rest al-
lows beasts of burden, servants and
emigrants alike to catch their breath;
the fallow year allows the soil to re-
cover its strength and the poor to pro-
cure nourishment from the uncultivat-
ed produce of the soil; the emanci-
pation of slaves imposes a certain
limit on the exploitation of Hebrew
brothers.

Despite the positive accents of this
legislation, a reader of the late 20th
century remains unsatisfied regard-
ing the acceptance of the practice

and the institution of slavery, limited
to six years for compatriots, unlimit-
ed with respect to emigrants; the de-
cidedly less favourable treatment of
women-servants compared to that of
men-servants; the rights of the mas-
ter over the family of the slave. Ulti-
mately, it boils down to a certain lim-
itation placed on the exploitation of
human persons. But viewed from the
present day perspective, this remains
an insufficient compromise. Let us
note, however, that this first beginning
of sensitivity to the situation of exploit-
ed persons is based on a common
experience of precariousness: "You
must not oppress the stranger; you
know how a stranger feels, for you
lived as strangers in the land of
Egypt" (Ex 23:9).

The Deuteronomic Code

In the middle of the book of Deuter-
onomy, the Deuteronomic Code con-
stitutes a collection of laws designed
to cover the whole of human, reli-
gious and political relationships with-
in Israelite society. This collection
probably dates to the middle of the
seventh century before Christ. More
so than the Covenant Code, it is pro-
foundly marked by an explicitly theo-
logical motivation. On the question
that concerns us, Dt 15 lays out the
ordinances regarding the remission
of debts (15:1-11) and the emanci-
pation of Hebrew slaves (15:12-18)
at the end of seven years.

A two-fold relationship underlies
these texts: the relationship among
brothers, members of a single peo-
ple, on the one hand, and the rela-
tionship between this people and
their God on the other. The legisla-
tion considers two levels of precari-
ousness.

If a person has been forced to go into
debt to his brother in order to pro-
vide for his needs, the possibility of
lending him money, if necessary on
security — and not against interest —
is legitimated, but the validity of the
security is limited to seven years. At
the end of seven years the debts will
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be remitted, the sh®mittah in Hebrew.
On the other hand, people are urged
to do everything within their power
to insure that there be no poor in the
country, or, to put it another way,
among brothers. The progression
towards poverty must be broken in
time. The way the text unfolds is sig-
nificant:

“There will be no poor among you" (15:4).

“If there are any poor among you ..."
(15:7).

"Of course, there will never cease to be
poor people in the land" (15:11).

Social reality then seems ultimately
to carry the day over moral procla-
mations. But brotherly solidarity re-
mains a requirement: "Always be
open-handed with your brother, and
with anyone in your country who is
in need and poor" (15:11). This soli-
darity is grounded in God who was
thefirst to fill his people with his bless-

ing.

The second level of precariousness
is reached when an individual, whose
situation has become so fragile that
borrowing on security is no longer
sufficient, is forced to sell himself in
order to survive. The author of the text
does not pause to comment on the
reasons for this slavery "chosen" by
a person who has fallen into a situa-
tion of inextricable distress. He once
again invokes generosity, motivated
by the awareness that the "master"
had himself been liberated from slav-
ery by his God, but also by a correct
estimation of the work supplied by the
slave. The relationship "master-slave"

People must do every-
thing within their power

in order to break the
progression towards
poverty in time

is not destined to become definitive:
in principle, it is limited in time, thanks
to the release from slavery that takes
place in the seventh year.

The release of slaves under
King Zedekiah

Lovely as these social and theologi-
cal options might be, they are at the
same time difficult to realize in con-
crete life, as is attested by the narra-
tive of the release of Hebrew slaves
under King Zedekiah (Jr 34:8-22). At
the time of the siege of the city of
Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar, in
588-587, Zedekiah gave the order to
free all the Hebrew slaves, doubtless
in order to allow them to participate
actively in the defense of Jerusalem.
But as soon as the siege of the city
was lifted, the people reniged on their
commitment and re-appropriated
their former slaves.

Jeremiah takes the position that the
people's failure to respect their com-
mitments vis-a-vis their fellow coun-
trymen and their return to exploiting
them as slaves is something like a
profanation of God's name leading to
disastrous consequences for the
whole of the society. This is a con-
stant experience in human society:
the break of the social contract
among persons compromises the
chances of a people's survival. The
voice of the prophet points to the way
in which this behaviour impinges on
the relationship with God: the God of
Israel is a God who does not tolerate
exploitation among brothers. For Jer-
emiah, the return of the Babylonians
and the destruction of Jerusa-
lem and of the Temple in 587
are a direct consequence of
this breech of commitment.

The Jubilee Year in
the framework of the
priestly legislation

In the present state of the Pen-
tateuch, the legislation on the
year of Jubilee in Leviticus 25
is as it were the crowning
point of a vast legislative col-

lection which originated within a
priestly current, toward the end of the
Babylonian exile. The great complex
begins in Ex 24:15 and continues all
the way to Lv 26. It speaks, in order,
of the dwelling place of God, or the
tent of meeting, of the ritual of sacri-
fices and of the priesthood in view of
obtaining the remission of sins, of the
rules for maintaining the purity of the
people and of the tent of meeting. It
provides precise measures for the pu-
rification of persons and of objects
and it fixes the rite for the day of the
great annual pardon. Finally, it spec-
ifies the behaviours required for the
people to participate in the divine ho-
liness as well as the sanctions to be
applied in the case of non-compli-
ance with directives.

A Calendar based on the Sabbath

Throughout these texts, but above all
in Lv 23 and 25, the legislator devel-
ops a calendar based on the seventh
day and the Sabbath. The underly-
ing structure of this calendar is as fol-
lows:

- the seventh day - the weekly Sab-
bath (Ex 31:12-17; 35:1-3; Lv 23:3)

- a cycle of seven days - feasts that
last seven days: the Feast of Unleav-
ened Bread, with a Sabbath at the
beginning and at the end of the week,
in the spring (Lv 23:6-8), the Feast of
Booths, with a Sabbath at the begin-
ning and at the end of the week, in
the autumn (Lv 23:33-36)

- a cycle of seven weeks — a feast at
the end of a period of weeks (seven
groups of seven days): First Sheaf (Lv
23:15-21)

- a cycle of seven years — a sabbati-
cal year (Lv 25:2-7)

- a cycle of seven periods of seven
years — the Jubilee year, after seven
groups of seven years, 49 years (Lv
25:8) or 50 years (Lv 25:10,11).

This "septenary" rhythm of time is of
extreme importance for the priestly
current which developed it at the time
of the exile of a part of the Jewish
people to Babylon in the 6th century
before our era. It amounts to a theo-
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logical reading of history and a co-
herent religious system aimed at
helping the Jewish people to under-
stand their situation of exile and to
preserve their religious identity and
their ethnic cohesion in the face of
the political power and the religious
lure of Babylon. Every people that has
been subjected to foreign rule knows
how important it is to affirm one's
identity through particular institutions,
persons and objects. It is in this con-
text that we are to understand the
new significance attached to this an-
cient institution which is the seventh-
day rest, which was called "shabbat"
already before the exile. For the
priestly circles, the Sabbath consti-
tutes the master key, not simply of the
structure of time, but of the entire the-
ological reading of the people's his-
tory. Taking a closer look at the texts
relative to Sabbath in the priestly his-
tory and legislation, we can make the
following observations:

- The activity of God the Creator sup-
plies the basic model: six days of
work, a day of rest.

- This day of rest places a limit on the
productivity drive of humankind and
constitutes at the same time a means
of liberation for individuals. Human
existence does not have its only rai-
son d'étre in work.

- This day of rest is "consecrated" : it
releases human life from an exclu-
sively productive framework so as to
allow it to attain a more complete
participation in the holiness of God.
- The practice of the Sabbath is a dis-
tinctive sign, a mark of distinction of
a people with respect to other peo-
ples. In this respect it constitutes one
of the signs of the covenant, togeth-
er with the ark in the heavens of the
flood narrative (Gn 9) and circumci-
sion in the story of Abraham (Gn 17).

The great collection of priestly legis-
lative texts culminates with Lv 26: the
exhortation to observe the Sabbaths
and to respect the sanctuary (26:2),
a series of blessings in the case of
the observance of the Lord's com-
mandments (26:3-13) and a series of
curses in the case of non-observance

of these ordinances (26:14-39), and
finally, a text which leaves room for
the possibility of conversion (26:40-
45). It is interesting to note that the
failure to respect the Sabbath is cit-
ed as one of the essential reasons
for the dispersion of the people far
from their country. This exile will ena-
ble the land to fulfil the Sabbaths it
was unable to keep because of the
people:

"Then the land will observe its sabbaths
indeed, lying desolate there, while you
are in the land of your enemies. Then in-
deed the land will rest and observe its
sabbaths. And as it lies desolate, it will
rest, as it never did on your sabbaths
when you lived in it" (Lv 26:34-35).

"Abandoned by them, the land will keep
its sabbaths, as it lies desolate when they
are gone. But they must atone for their
sin, for they have spurned my customs
and abhorred my laws" (Lv 26:43).

It is perhaps not without interest to
remark that the exile did in fact last
for about 50 years, from the time of
the destruction of the temple in 587
till the return of the Jews in the years
that followed the capture of Babylon
by Cyrus, in 539. Would not the priest-
ly author be seeing the hand of God
in the phenomenon of the exile, as
well as in its duration? Is it not per-
haps the case that he is converting
this tragic incident into a model of
divine punishment and liberation, to
be erected into a religious institution
thereafter? The possibility is at least
worthy of consideration.

The Sabbatical Year

The first section of Lv 25 (vv. 2-7) is
devoted to the sabbatical year, in the
proper sense of the term. At the time
of the people's entry into the land, this
land will observe a year of repose;
more precisely, the land will not be
cultivated nor will the fields or grape-
vines be harvested. To allow the soil
to rest periodically, to practice a fal-
low year, was a common practice in
agricultural societies that were not
familiar with the use of strong fertiliz-
ers. It was generally accomplished
through rotation, often in cycles of

more or less three years, for a part of
the cultivable land. The regulation of
Lv 25 required however a complete
year when the entire land is at rest.

The food shortages created by this
system are enormous, as one can
imagine. They are attested in 1 M
6:48-54 which recounts the circum-
stance of a siege that was life-threat-
ening because it happened to occur
in this seventh year, and the Israel-
ites brought back to Judaea from the
midst of the pagan world had con-
sumed the last reserves in the city.
Lv 25:20-22 offers a theological re-
sponse to food problems: the bless-
ing of God will enable the sixth year
to produce in sufficient abundance to
sustain life till the harvest of the eighth
year. This is reminiscent of the dou-
ble portion of manna on the sixth day
which made it possible to get over
the hurdle of the Sabbath. But can
what applies to a day also apply to a
whole year? This would require the
competence in food management of
someone like Joseph in Egypt, a
management that can rely on the
solidarity of all the members of an
entire people and on a divinely sup-
ported productivity.

In this whole context, confidence in
the divine blessing goes hand in hand
with confidence in the productivity of
the land and in human solidarity, to-
gether with a just management of
food resources. These last issues are
not alluded to in the text of Lv 25 on
the sabbatical year. In any case, one
finds no further trace of the emanci-
pation of slaves in the seventh year,
as was the case in the legislation of
the Covenant Code and of the Deu-
teronomic Code. Inthe priestly legis-
lation, one must await the ordinanc-
es for the year of Jubilee to see this
problem become the object of dis-
cussion.

The Jubilee Year

1. The legislation on the Jubilee Year
in the proper sense of the term is
found in Lv 25:8-19, 23-55. After the
general proclamation of the Jubilee
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(8-13) there is a whole series of con-
crete stipulations that concern not
simply the lib-
eration of the
49th/50th year,
but also the
right and the
duty of ransom
of property in
the strict sense
and of individu-
als whose real-
ization does
not await the
elapse of 50
years to be val-
id (14-19, 23-
55). Let us look
more closely at the general procla-
mation. This is how the text reads in
a fairly literal translation:

"And you will count for yourself seven
Sabbaths of years,

seven times seven years.

And the days of seven Sabbaths of years
will be for you forty nine years.

And you will have the trumpet sounded
everywhere in the seventh month, on the
tenth day of the month;

on the Day of Atonement sound the trum-
pet throughout your land.

And you will consecrate the year of the
fiftieth year,

and you will proclaim a liberation (an
emancipation) in the land for all its inhab-
itants.

This will be for you a Jubilee!

And you will return, each to his family
property;

and each to his tribe, you will return.
The year of the fiftieth year will be for you
a Jubilee!

You will not sow,

and you will not reap what grows of itself,
and you will not harvest the untended
vines.

For this Jubilee will be holy for you!

You will eat only what is taken directly
from the fields.

In this year of Jubilee everyone is to re-
turn to his own property" (25:8-13).

2. Is the Jubilee Year the forty-ninth
year (25:8) or the fiftieth year
(25:10,11)? To calculate the Jubilee
Year would appear to be an easy mat-
ter. Based on the idea of the sabbat-
ical year, defined as every seventh
year, one need only arrive at the sev-

The God of Israel is
a God who does
not tolerate
exploitation among
brothers and sisters

o

enth sabbatical year (7 periods of 7
years = 49 years) and add one year
(49 years + 1
year = the
50th year).
This calcula-
tion however
raises a very
concrete pro-
blem. If the
50th year is
also a fallow
year, as is im-
plied by vers-
es11and 12,
this would
mean that the
harvest of the
48th year would have to suffice for
the 49th year, the 50th year and the
51 year, till the new harvest. How is it
possible to survive with a single har-
vest for what amounts to about two
and half years?

In all probability, the legislation refers
to the calendar of the priestly tradi-
tion in which the year begins in the
springtime with the month Aviv or
Nisan, probably under Babylonian
influence. 3 According to Lv 25:9, the
year of Jubilee is proclaimed in the
seventh month, the 10th day of the
month, on the great Day of Atone-
ment. Would not then "the year of
Jubilee" or "the 50th year" be a short-
ened year, which would last only from
the great Day of Atonement until the
end of the current year? This hypoth-
esis has the benefit of not unduly
aggravating the hardships regarding
food supplies of a Jubilee year asso-
ciated with a sabbatical year, but it is
difficult to pronounce on it with certi-
tude.

3. What is this great Day of Atone-
ment which marks the beginning of
the year of Jubilee and of its "libera-
tion" ? The yom hakippurim in Hebrew
or the "day of atonement" is described
inLv 16 and Nb 29:7-11 and itis men-
tioned in Lv 28:27-30; 25:9 and Ezk
45:18 that is in texts that date to the
time of the exile. The text of Ezekiel
seems to be the most ancient: it fix-
es the date for the celebration in the

springtime, on the first day of the first
month. The other texts, all of the
priestly tradition, situate it in the fall.
We are dealing with an annual cele-
bration, a very solemn one, marked
by fasting and rest, and intended to
atone for the sins of the highpriest
and his family and of the people in
general, but also to purify the entire
sanctuary. These expiatory rites and
purification are accomplished
through a series of sacrifices and
sprinklings with blood around - and
inside of — the sanctuary, and also by
the sending away from the camp a
goat upon which the people's sins
have been laid. In these rites, the
blood plays a role of primary impor-
tance as the seat of life. According to
Lv 17:11, "it is the blood that makes
atonement, for it is life." In sum, with-
in the framework of its legislation re-
garding ritual and moral purity, the
priestly tradition is concerned to raise
the level of consciousness regarding
the sinfulness of individuals as well
as of the people and to insure regu-
lar release from sins. In this way it
hopes to prevent the divine sanction
attached to these sins.

The beginning of the Jubilee is situ-
ated in the framework of this general
absolution and of this generalized
purification. It proclaims a year of lib-
eration (d®ror), of return to the family
property and of rest for the land. The
beginning of the Jubilee is marked
by the sounding of the trumpet
(shophar), a musical instrument em-
ployed to proclaim certain religious
feasts and fasts, but also to sound
the alarm in situations of danger. The
Hebrew word which we translate "ju-
bilee'is jobel. It has nothing to do with
the Latin word jubilaeus, from the
verb jubilare: to rejoice. As Jos 6:4,
5, 6, 8, 13 and Ex 19:13 attest, jobel
originally signifies the "horn" of a ram.
The call of the horn invites, not to
public exuberance, but to the aware-
ness of oneself as a sinner, to the in-
teriorization of attitudes of repentance
and to the awareness of having been
forgiven and saved from the divine
wrath. By moving in the direction of
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a liberation, the Jubilee seems how-
ever to be pointing beyond the expi-
ations of the great Day of Atonement.

4. Indeed, even before pronouncing
the word "Jubilee", Lev 25 announc-
es that the 50th year will be holy and
that "a liberation in the land for all its
inhabitants" will be proclaimed. The
next lines of the text supply the fol-
lowing clarifications:

"And you will return, each to his own prop-
erty; and each to his tribe, you will return"
(Lev 25:10).

Here we are in the middle of the text
on the Jubilee! What is the liberation
that is alluded to here? What return?
To what property? Return of whom:
of everyone or only of some individ-
uals? To what tribe?

The Hebrew word d®ror translated
here "liberation, release", is not fre-
quent in the First Testament. It reap-
pears in Jr 34:8, 15 and 17 (twice), in
a narrative regarding the emancipa-
tion of Hebrew slaves at the time of
the siege of Jerusalem; in Ezk 46:17,
a text which likewise treats of the
emancipation of slaves in the frame-
work of the property rights of the
prince; and in Is 61:1 which speaks
of the liberation of prisoners. The text
of Ezekiel brings together a whole
series of themes that are common to
Lv 25:

"The Lord God says this.

'If the prince presents his sons with part
of his hereditary portion,

the gift is to pass into the ownership of
his sons,

and become their hereditary property.
If, however, he presents part of his he-
reditary portion to one of his servants, it
shall only belong to the man until the year
of liberation and then it is to revert to the
prince.

Only his sons may retain his hereditary
portion.

The prince may not take any part of the
people's hereditary portion and thus rob
them of their rightful possessions; he
must provide the patrimony of his sons
out of his own property,

so that no member of my people is
robbed of his rightful possessions'" (Ezk
46:16-18).

This text speaks about rights in con-
nection with the princely inheritance,
rights which differ according to the
quality of the person, whether he is
the son or the slave of the owner. The
son can regard the family land as his
own patrimony, while the slave must
return it to his master in the year of
emancipation. The section concludes
with a warning against the prince who
would be tempted to take for himself
the patrimony belonging to the mem-
bers of the people. We encounter this
theme in the story of the vineyard of
Naboth (1 K 21) but also in a series
of prophetic oracles (Mi 2:1-3; Is 5:8-
9), texts which all bring out the ten-
dency of kings and more generally
of the rich to appropriate the lands
and houses of the people. The differ-
ences between Ezk 46 and Lv 25 are
not to be underestimated. Ezekiel is
speaking to us of the recovery of land
by the prince at the time of the eman-
cipation of the slave, while the author
of Leviticus is speaking rather of the
recovery of the land, indeed of the
country, by people who have been
released. But the observation can be
made that in both cases the primary
perspective seems related to the
maintenance of the integrity of the
patrimonial or national land.

5. Who is liberated? And from what?
According to Lv 25, all the individu-
als whom the text addresses are tar-
geted by the directive: "Every one of
you will return to his property!" In a
first moment, a casuistic type of clar-
ification is not given: "If you have be-
come a slave and have lost your pat-
rimony..." No, the prescription is ad-
dressed to all, and one must suppose
that they are all away from their fa-
milial land.

The Bible speaks on several occa-
sions of the partitioning of the land
for the benefit of the tribes of Israel:
in Nb 26:52-53; 27:1-11; 34-36; Jos
14-21; Ezk 48; and Ne 11. Although
the geographical delimitation of the
allotments does not correspond ex-
actly in the different texts, the princi-
ple is nevertheless clear: each tribe
finds itself allotted a plot of land in

the country of Canaan to settle on
and to serve as a source of subsist-
ence... to the detriment, it should be
recalled, of the peoples who lived
there before. The author of Leviticus
seems to allude to this partitioning of
the land, i.e., to that described in
Numbers and Joshua (with their le-
vitical towns), rather than to that of
Ezekiel. In these texts one encoun-
ters a number of terms, in part syn-
onymous, to designate the parcel of
land assigned to a particular tribe.
These terms do not imply a relation-
ship of "ownership" in the strict sense,
but rather the connection between an
object (land, slave, etc.) and the per-
son or tribe who has the use of these
items, who can benefit from their use.

This object can be a place where one
has a right to live. The text of Leuviti-
cus specifies that the land belongs
to God and not to the people or to
individuals: one lives there as guests
and foreigners (Lv 25:23) and God
can, at any moment, "show his peo-
ple the door". With regard to persons,
the Hebrews cannot become "slaves"
or the property of other persons, be-
cause they became slaves of the Lord
at the time of their liberation from slav-
ery in Egypt (Lv 25:42-43, 46b, 55).
One can benefit from their services
only for a limited period of time. When
"ownership" or "heritage" is spoken of
in Lv 25, it is a question of an object
(a plot of land, or a human person)
which one can have at one's dispos-
al so as to insure one's own survival
and that of the family. One has the
use of such property or the labor of
such a person, but does not become
their "owner" in the strict sense of the
term.

It is interesting to note that the Sab-
batical rest, weekly or other, regular-
ly recalls this fact: to be sure one
benefits from the products of the soil
as from the divine blessing, but one
does not possess the land and one
has no right to (over-)exploit it. Yes,
there are definite limits to this exploi-
tation of the soil, as there are to the
exploitation of persons. In other
words, one has been granted the
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privilege of access to the means of
subsistence - an access which ac-
cording to Leviticus is guaranteed by
God in the framework of respect for
the covenant; but this privilege is not
a right which one can invoke to de-
prive a brother of the means of sub-
sistence, to expropriate him in a de-
finitive way or to reduce him to slav-
ery for an unlimited period of time.

6. Would it not be possible to under-
stand this text in the framework of the
return from Exile? From the time of
the destruction of the Temple in 587
until the capture of Babylon by Cyrus
in the year 539, the exile lasted 48
years. Could not the year 538-537 be
viewed, under this perspective, as a
sabbatical year and a year of Jubilee
in the course of which all the exiles
would be liberated from their captivi-
ty and authorized to return to their
country, to their tribal lands? Without
wishing to enter too deeply into cab-
alistic word-puns, one can neverthe-
less ask whether there might not be
some connection between the He-
brew roots sb' (seven), sbt (sabbath)
and shidb (return). To borrow the
words of Lv 26, the abandoned land
was fulfilling the Sabbaths that had
not been observed at the same time
as the people were living out their
punishment in exile. It is only after this
period, according to the priestly view,
that the people can return home.

Although he does not employ the
same terminology, the anonymous
prophet of the end of the exile, the
one referred to in modern scholarship
as Second lIsaiah, appeals to the
motifs of the fulfilment of the chas-
tisement of the people and the prep-
aration of a way of return to Jerusa-
lem marking the end of the exile :

"Comfort, comfort my people, says your
God,

speak to the heart of Jerusalem and pro-
claim to her

that her hard service has been com-
pleted,

that her punishment has been accom-
plished,

that she has received from the Lord's
hand double for all her sins.

A voice proclaims: 'In the desert prepare
the way for the Lord:

make straight in the wilderness a high-
way for our God.

Every valley shall be raised up, every
mountain and hill made low;

the rough ground shall become level, the
rugged places a plain.

Then the glory of the Lord will be re-
vealed, and all mankind together will see
it. For the mouth of the Lord has spoken'"
(Is 40:1-5).

"The ransomed of the Lord will return.
They will enter Zion with singing;
everlasting joy will crown their heads" (Is
51:11).

This "great return" after 48 years of
exile from the country of the fathers
was to become, in the perspective of
the priestly author, a model of behav-
iour for the handling of debts in Ju-
daea.

Casuistic stipulations

The legislation on the year of jubilee
climaxes with a long series of stipu-
lations of a casuistic nature. What
should one do in the following cas-
es?

- when an Israelite has been obliged
to sell a part of his land to a compa-
triot

- in the case of the sale of houses
within walled towns and outside of
walled towns

- in the case of the houses of Levites
- in the case of Israelites who are in
precarious situations, such that they
have been forced to borrow money,
to sell themselves to another Israel-
ite, to sell themselves to a foreigner.

We cannot discuss each of these stip-
ulations in detail, but we will outline a
few general orientations.

The country or the land belongs to
God. Human "owners" have no rights
over it except to its use. In this per-
spective, God places the land at the
disposition of the Israelites in order
to insure their subsistence. This is
why houses that are within fortified
towns have a distinct status, since a
house without a field is not of prima-
ry necessity for human subsistence.

This legislation concerns itself with
the situation of precariousness of Is-
raelites, but not of foreigners. The
relationship between brothers consti-
tutes the basis of the responsibility
an individual has toward his fellow-
Israelite. In the framework of this re-
lationship, there is no place for ex-
ploitation or for the violent domina-
tion of a brother. The same does not
hold true with respect to foreigners.
At the time of the composition of
these priestly laws, Israel does not
have a sense of solidarity with the
nations. And this is all the more so
since the major concern of the priest
is to make known and respected the
distinction between the pure and the
impure, the sacred and the profane
(cf. Lv 10:10).

The legislators have established cer-
tain protective measures in favor of
Israelites in a precarious situation
who have been forced to sell a part
or the whole of their landed property
or real-estate:

The price of the land should be fixed
in function of its use, that is to say
the number of harvests remaining till
the next Jubilee. This principle pro-
tects both the seller and the buyer. In
this system of reckoning, there is on
both sides the recognition of the
eventuality of the restoration of the
land to its original "owner".

In the majority of cases, there exists
aright and even a duty of redeeming
the land or the house by a member
of the family of the person in difficul-
ty. In the absence of redemption by
a member of the family, the person
in difficulty may himself proceed to
the redemption of the sold object if
he manages to assemble the neces-
sary resources. These measures of
family solidarity have as their objec-
tive to maintain the integrity of the
heritage, or patrimony, which is to
remain at the disposition of a partic-
ular tribe.

If the redemption of the land or the
house is not effectuated either by a
family member or by the person him-
self, then the person or the tribe will






