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OF THE LIBERTY BELL: JewS and jubilation
ABSTRACT

As a Jew do you consider yourself a liberal or a conservative? Do you know any/many liberal Jews? Do you think a liberal Jew is a good thing? 
Well, the Torah says a liberal Jew is the best thing. In fact, a liberal Jew is the only thing a Jew can be.

It’s all got to do with the Liberty Bell in that City of Brotherly Love, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Almost every American child has heard of the Liberty Bell and is familiar with its inscription: PROCLAIM LIBERTY THROUGHOUT ALL THE LAND UNTO ALL THE INHABITANTS THEREOF.

The source of this statement, as inscribed upon the bell itself, is: LEV. XXV. V X. Yup, the source of this proclamation of liberty is the Torah – in our very Parshat Behar no less!

Come, let us learn the secrets within the Yovel year, the Jubilee – emphasis on the “Ju” – and allow ourselves to be free as a bird. 
Why free as a bird? Explains the Talmud: because birds can dwell anywhere, inside or out, birds are the epitome of liberty because they can nest and dwell everywhere.

And so can the Jew. We are free, liberated, liberal, because we have the ability to dwell anywhere. Furthermore, we have the ability to make a dwelling for the Divine anywhere.

Now that is true liberty – liberty that rings a bell in the heart and soul of every Jew!

OF THE LIBERTY BELL: JEWS AND JUBILATION
1. Fifty Is Nifty (Joke)

A man was talking to his friend about what to do for his fiftieth wedding anniversary. The friend asked, “What did you do for your twenty-fifth?”

He said, “I took my wife to Hawaii.”

The friend then asked, “Wow, that’s romantic. So what are you thinking about for your fiftieth?”                                                                                 

He said, “Well, I was thinking of bringing her back.”
2. Does That Ring a Bell?
Anniversaries are celebrated in some very odd ways. Some people gift their loved ones jewelry, some go out to a nice candlelit dinner, some leave their spouses stranded in a tropical oasis, and still others forget about their anniversaries altogether.

Then, there is the anniversary that was commemorated with a bell.

Every American child has heard of the Liberty Bell and knows it is America’s symbol of independence and freedom.

Upon this bell is embossed an inscription and most of us should be familiar with the famous words: PROCLAIM LIBERTY THROUGHOUT ALL THE LAND UNTO ALL THE INHABITANTS THEREOF.

Now, do these words ring … a bell? 
Yes? Well, perhaps it’s because we just read them in the Torah. 
As the bell’s inscription itself attests,
 it’s quoting from the Book of Leviticus, chapter twenty-five, verse ten. This verse, my friends, is found in this week’s portion, Parshat Behar.

Why was it chosen to adorn the bell? 

Well, back in 1751, the Pennsylvania Assembly commissioned the casting of a new bell to honor, commemorate, and celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of its Charter of Privileges, a document proclaiming the liberties of the colony of Pennsylvania. William Penn, the founder of Pennsylvania and one of the trailblazers of the United States’ future independence, created this charter in 1701. 

One of the main reasons the Assembly chose this inscription from Leviticus was precisely because of the fiftieth anniversary – known as the Jubilee. And, as we just read in the Torah, this verse from Leviticus, to proclaim liberty throughout the land, is a commandment unique to Yovel, the Jubilee Year.
Two decades later – in 1776 – this bell was one of many bells which rang out to announce the reading of the Declaration of Independence. How it became America’s icon and symbol of freedom is not the subject of this sermon however. The subject of this sermon is the Jubilee.

I will only add that, in 1976, to commemorate the bicentennial anniversary of America’s independence, the municipality of Jerusalem built a park called Gan HaPamon, or Gan Pamon HaDror – Liberty Bell Park, which is anchored by a replica of the Liberty Bell. This past Tuesday, the State of Israel celebrated Yom Ha’atzmut, its Independence Day. Perhaps the liberty of Israel can be informed by the liberty of the United States – or perhaps it’s vice versa, America learns lessons of liberty from Israel? To find out, we have to delve into the meaning of the Jubilee.

3. The Jubilee
The Jubilee is a major milestone. It comes after a seven-times-seven cycle of the observance of Shnat HaShemita, the Sabbatical Year. Every seven years the land is supposed to rest, and after forty-nine years, there is to be Shnat HaYovel, the Jubilee Year.

And how does the Torah describe this fiftieth year?
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. You shall announce it with shofar blasts, in the seventh month, on the tenth of the month; on Yom Kippur shall this announcement be made. And you shall sanctify the fiftieth year and proclaim liberty throughout the land unto all the inhabitants thereof. It shall be a Jubilee [Yovel] for you, and you shall return, each man to his heritage, and you shall return, each man to his family.

As this suggests, three unique events define this fiftieth Yovel year: (a) an announcement with a shofar blast on Yom Kippur; (b) a proclamation of liberty across the land, that all slaves may be liberated and return to their families; and (c) a declaration that all land return to its ancestral lineage, thus returning all to their heritage.

Now we know that, in Temple times, every fifty years was classified as a Jubilee  year, a year of celebration and liberty, a year of returning to our own heritage and our own family. What lesson, however, does the Jubilee offer us today, when we live without a Temple and without the formal performance of this mitzvah? 
The Torah is eternal, what then is the eternal message of Yovel?

4. The Meaning of Yovel
Yovel – the Hebrew word of Jubilee – is a very unique word in Lashon Hakodesh, the Holy Tongue.
 But what does it mean? 
As with all things Jewish, there is a difference of opinion. The 12th century commentators, Rashi and Ibn Ezra, state that yovel means “ram,” not as in a computer’s memory but as in the horned animal. And this fiftieth year is called the Ram Year because of the ram’s horn, the shofar, that is blown.

The 13th century commentator, Nachmanides, better known as the Ramban, disagrees emphatically. The Ramban believes yovel means “movement” – as in going, sending, coming, flowing, running, carrying, bearing, bringing, etc. The Ramban brings proofs from all over the Torah in support of his position.
 In fact, the Ramban brings a proof from the very next chapter of the Torah, where it states v’natna yevula b’aretz, “and I will give the produce in your land.”
  He points out that yevula, translated as “produce,” comes from the word vul, which connotes “bearing/carrying.”

It seems as if Rashi and Ibn Ezra, who find Yovel to mean “ram,” are associating the Yovel more with the actual blowing of the shofar. And the Ramban, who finds Yovel to mean “movement,” associates the year more with the actual process of freedom and liberty, the ability to move.

What distinguishes one opinion from the other? And what insight do they each lend into the Yovel year?
5. The Meaning of Liberty
Another interesting Hebrew word is used in the verse we just cited – and that word is dror, meaning “liberty.” Proclaim liberty [dror] throughout the land. 

Perhaps by understanding what liberty is intrinsically all about, we can come to understand the two meanings of Yovel and be able to better relate this Torah concept to our daily lives.

The Talmud
 explains: 
What is the significance of the word dror? To teach the definition of freedom, which is k’madayar bei deiyra – freedom is the choice to dwell in any dwelling one likes, and where one can carry on
 trade in the whole country.
 Dror, comes from the word dar, to “dwell,” and freedom is the ability and power to dwell wherever one chooses to make a dwelling.

A different Talmudic passage
 gives the archetypical example for this definition of freedom: 
Why is it called a free-bird (tzipor-dror)? Because it dwells in the home as it does in the field. It is as comfortable dwelling indoors as it is outdoors. Wherever the free-bird is, it nests and dwells. A free-bird, then, can never be captured, for the free-bird always turns its seemingly confining circumstances into ones of freedom.

This is perhaps the most beautiful yet simple definition of liberty. And it is this idea of liberty that the United States chose to link with its symbol of liberty and freedom.
6. What Does It Mean for Us?

But what does liberty, as in the ability to “dwell” anywhere and everywhere, mean for us?

A soul, our inner essence and spark of God, is a spiritual creature and a most refined entity. The soul is indigenous to heaven and is comfortable in a spiritual setting.

But then, when we are born, God casts this innocent soul into a very un-innocent, jaded, guilty, material world. The soul is not comfortable in this world and is a slave to this world. The soul is seemingly cut off from its family and separated from its heritage and ancestral properties.

Why does the Creator choose to do this? For one simple reason, teach the mystics – to make a Dirah Betachtonim, to make a dwelling for God even in the least likely of all places, down below in the material world.
 
And the very purpose of existence is to be free – for the soul to realize that, like a free-bird, it can dwell anywhere, even in the darkest places … that it can take the most mundane matter and transform it into a home for the sacred and the divine.

Freedom doesn’t mean being comfortable in your comfort zone, in your indigenous land and natural habitat – no, that is just another form of slavery, albeit a more comfortable one. True liberty and freedom is the ability to build a home, to be at home, to dwell even in a place that is seemingly dark. How? By proclaiming Yovel and returning to your freedom, your family and heritage.

7. Statutes of Liberty
Now that we understand the definition of “liberty” – to be free to dwell anywhere, inside or out, to make anywhere our soul’s comfort zone and our soul’s natural habitat – we can understand the two essential components of liberty:
· the proclamation of liberty itself, using the shofar, the ram’s horn to herald the resounding and resonating message of liberty, and 
· the action of liberty, the freeing of the slaves and the return to heritage 
The first step to freedom is declaring freedom. A liberating message, sounded by the shofar, is how we begin this process of liberation. If we identify this world as a prison, we can’t dwell anywhere, for nowhere is comfortable, nowhere is home. Thinking this way only leads to demoralization and depression and ensures that we will never feel free wherever we might dwell.

But if we stand up, open the Torah, and read that we are all sparks of God Himself, and we are here on this material plain exactly for the exclusive purpose to make a dwelling for God on earth – and that this is our definition of freedom, to dwell everywhere and anywhere – then we shout from the mountaintops … then we blast the shofar announcing liberty for one and all.

And this is why Rashi and Ibn Ezra say that Yovel refers to the shofar – to the heralding of liberty.

But a proclamation of liberty is not enough. We also need an action of liberty. And this is why the Ramban says that Yovel does not refer to the proclamation of liberty – the ringing of the Liberty Bell if you will – but rather to the “movement” of liberty itself. And the action, the actual movement of liberty happens when you shall return, each man to his heritage, and you shall return, each man to his family:
The action of freedom, for us Jews, is to return to our family, to our very soul, to the purity of our essence and our true natural habitat. Being physical creatures is only secondary to our primal core, for we are really spiritual beings and sparks of God. Yovel teaches us that, even if we may think at times that we are slaves and removed from our families and intimates, it is only because we have been focusing on the matter and not the spirit – as it says: And you shall return, each man to his [true] family.
And then it says: And you shall return, each man to his heritage. This means that all the ancestral lands and properties and real estate, which changed hands in the forty-nine years prior to Yovel, must be returned to the rightful ancestry and legacy. But note that the Torah does not say to return the heritage to the man, but rather to return the man to his heritage.

The message is obvious: 
Today, the laws of legacy and tribal heritage do not exist. Today, the heritage of the Jew is the Torah. The revolutionary message of liberty is stated and rooted in the Torah. Thus, what better way to be liberated and free than for a Jew to return to his/her heritage, his/her legacy – the Torah itself?
8. Yovel  and the Omer
And this ties in very well with the present counting of the Omer and the upcoming (on June 4th) holy day of Shavuot.

The parallels between the Yovel year, the fiftieth year after counting forty-nine years, and the counting of the Omer for forty-nine days is obvious.

Shavuot, the Festival of Weeks, got its name because it is the culmination of seven weeks, forty-nine days after the Exodus from Egypt.

We are presently in the midst of counting the Omer. This process is all about self-refinement in preparation for receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai, on the fiftieth day, which corresponds to the “fiftieth gate,”
 the true liberation and freedom for the entire world. 
9. Liberal Thinking
It is precisely because of the Torah and the Torah’s message of liberty and freedom that all Jews – yes, every single man, woman, and child – is a diehard – excuse me, live-hard, liberal.

The word “liberal” is connected to the word “liberty,” and both are rooted in the Latin word liber, meaning “free.” And the idea of freedom, as engraved upon the Liberty Bell, is rooted in the Torah, in our portion no less!

Is it then a wonder that many Jews are liberals? According to the Torah, every single Jew is a liberal, is a free man and a free thinker. (Maybe that’s why Jews like free things…) 
Of course, today, liberalism and liberal thinking is associated with sentiments that are anti-Israel and anti-religious, but true liberalism means being free, free to dwell anywhere and make a dwelling for God everywhere … to never be enslaved but perpetually be returning to our heritage and our family.

Liberal politics – or conservative politics for that matter – have nothing to do with being truly liberated and free. Yovel, the year of freedom, is not about politics but about three things: (a) proclaiming liberty throughout the land; (b) freeing all the enslaved – and who isn’t; and (c) returning to our family and our heritage. 
And for us Jews our heritage is the Torah, our legacy are its mitzvahs, our family is the Jewish nation, our property is the Land of Israel, and our source of all liberty is God Himself.
10. Conclusion: Bells & Whistles
It is forbidden on Shabbat to ring a bell or blow the shofar – although in the Temple times, they would blow the Yovel shofar even if Yom Kippur fell out on Shabbat. But although today we may not be able to ring a literal bell, we still can share a relevant message that will ring a bell in our heart and minds, in our souls and psyches.

The idea of liberty, of a Liberty Bell – be it strung and rung in Jerusalem or Philadelphia, be it in the Holy Land of Israel, or in the United States of One People, Under God – this idea is firmly rooted in the Torah and in the Creator Himself.

By making wherever we walk, whichever road we traverse, everywhere we are into a home for the Divine, we both proclaim liberty and also live it today, here, now, forever.

This is the eternality of Yovel, of Jubilee – and it is indeed a reason to be jubilant.

Let the bell of liberty ring loud and clear. And may the blowing of the shofar, the sounding of the Redemption, be proclaimed throughout the land right now! 
Shabbat Shalom!
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