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Evolution or Revolution? 

 

There are, it is sometimes said, no controlled experiments in 

history. Every society, every age, and every set of circumstances 

is unique. If so, there is no science of history. There are no 

universal rules to guide the destiny of nations. Yet this is not 

quite true. The history of the past four centuries does offer us 

something close to a controlled experiment, and the conclusion 

to be drawn is surprising. 

 

The modern world was shaped by four revolutions: the English 

(1642-1651), the American (1776), the French (1789), and the 

Russian (1917). Their outcomes were radically different. In 

England and America, revolution brought war, but led to a 

gradual growth of civil liberties, human rights, representative 

government, and eventually, democracy. On the other hand, the 

French revolution gave rise to the "Reign of Terror" between 5 

September 1793, and 28 July 1794, in which more than forty 

thousand enemies of the revolution were summarily executed by 

the guillotine. The Russian revolution led to one of the most 

repressive totalitarianism regimes in history. As many as twenty 

million people are estimated to have died unnatural deaths 

under Stalin between 1924 and 1953. In revolutionary France 

and the Soviet Union, the dream of utopia ended in a nightmare 

of hell. 

 

What was the salient difference between them? There are 

multiple explanations. History is complex and it is wrong to 

simplify, but one detail in particular stands out. The English and 

American revolutions were inspired by the Hebrew Bible as read 

and interpreted by the Puritans. This happened because of the 

convergence of a number of factors in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries: the Reformation, the invention of 

printing, the rise of literacy and the spread of books, and the 

availability of the Hebrew Bible in vernacular translations. For 

the first time, people could read the Bible for themselves, and 

what they discovered when they read the prophets and stories 

of civil disobedience like that of Shifrah and Puah, the Hebrew 

midwives, was that it is permitted, even sometimes necessary, 

to resist tyrants in the name of God. The political philosophy of 

the English revolutionaries and the Puritans who set sail for 

America in the 1620s and 1630s was dominated by the work of 

the Christian Hebraists who based their thought on the history of 

ancient Israel.[1] 

 

The French and Russian revolutions, by contrast, were hostile to 

religion and were inspired instead by philosophy: that of Jean-

Jacques Rousseau in the case of France, and of Karl Marx in the 

case of Russia. There are obvious differences between Torah 

and philosophy. The most well-known is that one is based on 

revelation, the other on reason. Yet I suspect it was not this that 

made the difference to the course of revolutionary politics. 

Rather, it lay in their respective understandings of time. 

 

Parshat Behar sets out a revolutionary template for a society of 

justice, freedom, and human dignity. At its core is the idea of 

the Jubilee, whose words ("Proclaim liberty throughout all the 

land unto all the inhabitants thereof") are engraved on one of 

the great symbols of freedom, the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia. 

One of its provisions is the release of slaves: 

 

If your brother becomes impoverished and is sold to you, do not 

work him like a slave. He shall be with you like an employee or a 

resident. He shall serve you only until the Jubilee year and then 

he and his children shall be free to leave you and return to their 

family and to the hereditary land of their ancestors. For they are 

My servants whom I brought out of the land of Egypt; they shall 

not be sold as slaves... For the Children of Israel are servants to 

Me: they are My servants whom I brought out of the land of 

Egypt - I am the Lord, your God. (Lev. 25:39-42) 
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The terms of the passage are clear. Slavery is wrong. It is an 

assault on the human condition. To be "in the image of God" 

means to be summoned to a life of freedom. The very idea of 

the sovereignty of God means that He alone has claim to the 

service of mankind. Those who are God's servants may not be 

slaves to anyone else. As Judah Halevi put it, "The servants of 

time are servants of servants. Only God's servant alone is 

free."[2] 

 

At this distance of time it is hard to recapture the radicalism of 

this idea, overturning as it did the very foundations of religion in 

ancient times. The early civilisations - Mesopotamia, Egypt - 

were based on hierarchies of power which were seen to inhere 

in the very nature of the cosmos. Just as there were (so it was 

believed) ranks and gradations among the heavenly bodies, so 

there were on earth. The great religious rituals and monuments 

were designed to mirror and endorse these hierarchies. In this 

respect, Karl Marx was right. Religion in antiquity was the opium 

of the people. It was the robe of sanctity concealing the naked 

brutality of power. It canonised the status quo. 

 

At the heart of Israel was an idea almost unthinkable to the 

ancient mind: that God intervenes in history to liberate slaves - 

that the supreme Power is on the side of the powerless. It is no 

accident that Israel was born as a nation under conditions of 

slavery. It has carried throughout history the memory of those 

years - the bread of affliction and the bitter herbs of servitude - 

because the people of Israel serves as an eternal reminder to 

itself and the world of the moral necessity of liberty and the 

vigilance needed to protect it. The free God desires the free 

worship of free human beings. 

 

Yet the Torah does not abolish slavery. That is the paradox at 

the heart of Parshat Behar. To be sure, it was limited and 

humanized. Every seventh day, slaves were granted rest and a 

taste of freedom. In the seventh year, Israelite slaves were set 

free. If they chose otherwise they were released in the Jubilee 

year. During their years of service they were to be treated like 

employees. They were not to be subjected to back-breaking or 

spirit-crushing labour. Everything dehumanizing about slavery 

was forbidden. Yet slavery itself was not banned. Why not? If it 

was wrong, it should have been annulled. Why did the Torah 

allow a fundamentally flawed institution to continue? 

 

It is Moses Maimonides in The Guide for the Perplexed who 

explains the need for time in social transformation. All processes 

in nature, he argues, are gradual. The fetus develops slowly in 

the womb. Stage by stage, a child becomes mature. And what 

applies to individuals applies to nations and civilisations: 

 

It is impossible to go suddenly from one extreme to the other. It 

is therefore, according to the nature of man, impossible for him 

suddenly to discontinue everything to which he has been 

accustomed.[3] 

 

So God did not ask of the Israelites that they suddenly abandon 

everything they had become used to in Egypt. "God refrained 

from prescribing what the people by their natural disposition 

would be incapable of obeying." 

 

In miracles, God changes physical nature but never human 

nature. Were He to do so, the entire project of the Torah - the 

free worship of free human beings - would have been rendered 

null and void. There is no greatness in programming a million 

computers to obey instructions. God's greatness lay in taking the 

risk of creating a being, Homo sapiens, capable of choice and 

responsibility and thus of freely obeying God. 

 

God wanted humankind to abolish slavery, but by their own 

choice, in their own time. Slavery as such was not abolished in 

Britain and America until the nineteenth century, and in America, 

not without a civil war. The challenge to which Torah legislation 

was an answer is: how can one create a social structure in 

which, of their own accord, people will eventually come to see 

slavery as wrong and freely choose to abandon it? 

 

The answer lay in a single deft stroke: to change slavery from an 

ontological condition to a temporary circumstance: from what I 

am to a situation in which I find myself, now but not forever. No 

Israelite was allowed to be treated or to see him or herself as a 

slave. They might be reduced to slavery for a period of time, but 

this was a passing plight, not an identity. Compare the account 

given by Aristotle: 

 

[There are people who are] slaves by nature, and it is better for 

them to be subject to this kind of control. For a man who is able 

to belong to another person is by nature a slave.[4] 

 

For Aristotle, slavery is an ontological condition, a fact of birth. 

Some are born to rule, others to be ruled. This is precisely the 

worldview to which the Torah is opposed. The entire complex of 

biblical legislation is designed to ensure that neither the slave 

nor their owner should ever see slavery as a permanent 

condition. A slave should be treated "like an employee or a 
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resident," in other words, with the same respect as is due a free 

human being. In this way the Torah ensured that, although 

slavery could not be abolished overnight, it would eventually be. 

And so it happened. 

 

There are profound differences between philosophy and 

Judaism, and one lies in their respective understandings of time. 

For Plato and his heirs, philosophy is about the truth that is 

timeless. For Hegel and Marx, it is about "historical inevitability," 

the change that comes, regardless of the conscious decisions of 

human beings. Judaism is about ideals like human freedom that 

are realised in and through time, by the free decisions of free 

persons. 

 

That is why we are commanded to hand on the story of the 

Exodus to our children every Passover, so that they too taste the 

unleavened bread of affliction and the bitter herbs of slavery. It 

is why we are instructed to ensure that every seventh day, all 

those who work for us are able to rest and breathe the 

expansive air of freedom. It is why, even when there were 

Israelite slaves, they had to be released in the seventh year, or 

failing that, in the Jubilee year. This is the way of evolution, not 

revolution, gradually educating every member of Israelite society 

that it is wrong to enslave others so that eventually the entire 

institution will be abolished, not by divine fiat but by human 

consent. The end result is a freedom that is secure, as opposed 

to the freedom of the philosophers that is all too often another 

form of tyranny. Chillingly, Rousseau once wrote that if citizens 

did not agree with the "general will," they would have to be 

"forced to be free." That is not liberty but slavery. 

 

The Torah is based, as its narratives make clear, on history, a 

realistic view of human character, and a respect for freedom and 

choice. Philosophy is often detached from history and a concrete 

sense of humanity. Philosophy sees truth as system. The Torah 

tells truth as story, and a story is a sequence of events extended 

through time. Revolutions based on philosophical systems fail 

because change in human affairs takes time, and philosophy has 

rarely given an adequate account of the human dimension of 

time. 

 

Revolutions based on Tanach succeed, because they go with the 

grain of human nature, recognising that it takes time for people 

to change. The Torah did not abolish slavery, but it set in motion 

a process that would lead people to come of their own accord to 

the conclusion that it was wrong. That it did so, albeit slowly, is 

one of the wonders of history. 

 

NOTES 

 

1. See Eric Nelson, The Hebrew Republic: Jewish Sources and 

the Transformation of European Political Thought 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2010). 

2. Ninety-Two Poems and Hymns of Judah Halevi, trans. 

Thomas Kovach, Eva Jospe, and Gilya Gerda Schmidt 

(Albany, N Y: State University of New York Press, 2000), 

124. 

3. Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed, III:32. 

4. Aristotle, Politics I:5. 

 

 

 

 
 

Living and Loving  
 

As the contours of life and law in Israel's new agricultural society 

emerge, it becomes clear that the economy outlined by the 

Torah is designed not only to support farmers and their clientele. 

Jewish law creates a structure through which even the poor and 

disenfranchised are provided for and protected. 

 

Throughout this parasha, we find a great number of laws that 

not only mandate feeding the poor, but also laws designed to 

help those who have fallen on hard times get on their feet again: 

farmers who have lost their property and are struggling to 

reclaim it, as well as others in need of loans or financial support. 

In these cases, usury is prohibited in a verse that is punctuated 

by the more general exhortation, "Let your brother live alongside 

you." (Vayikra 25:3) 

 

This verse is understood by the sages of the Talmud as an 

overarching principle of Jewish ethics, and is applied in various 

instances of law that may seem far-removed or only tenuously 

related to the original context in which it is found. Thus, in a 
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Talmudic discussion of a highly-fraught moral dilemma, the 

principle "Let your brother live alongside you" is cited as the 

rationale for two opposing legal conclusions. The case in 

question is of two people in the desert; one has enough water to 

survive, but not enough to insure the survival of his travelling 

partner. If he shares his water, both travellers will surely die. 

 

The Talmud quotes the opinion of a certain all-but anonymous 

man named Ben Petura (the son of Petura) that it is best to 

share the water, despite the certain fatal outcome, based on the 

verse "Let your brother live alongside you." The Talmud then 

recounts that the great Rabbi Akiva challenged this position on 

the basis of a different interpretation of this same verse. 

According to Rabbi Akiva, the verse "Let your brother live 

alongside you" teaches us that one's own life takes precedence 

to the life of another. 

 

Prima facia, both of these applications of the verse "Let your 

brother live alongside you" are strange: If Ben Petura's opinion 

is followed to its logical conclusion, your brother is not living with 

you - he is dying with you. On the other hand, if the scenario 

plays out according to Rabbi Akiva's ruling, your brother is not 

living with you - he is dying while you live on. Furthermore, we 

might consider Rabbi Akiva's opinion in light of his most famous 

ethical pronouncement: "Love your neighbor as yourself; this is 

the greatest principle of the Torah." Apparently, Rabbi Akiva 

understood that even loving one's neighbor has limitations, and 

there are cases in which that love cannot be expressed. 

Succinctly stated, Rabbi Akiva's reconciliation of these two 

seemingly opposing principles of Jewish ethics teaches us to love 

their neighbors as ourselves, but not more than ourselves. 

 

We may gain further insight if we consider that the core and 

context of the principle "Let your brother live alongside you" is 

concerned with interest-free moneylending. Specifically, this is 

how your brother lives alongside you - by sharing your 

resources. However, this sharing of wealth is not intended to 

reach the point that it endangers your own financial stability. In 

no way does the verse call for a person to lend money and put 

himself into the position that he himself will be in need of 

financial assistance. With this in mind, Rabbi Akiva's ruling is 

more easily understood: Love your neighbor as yourself. Insure 

that your brother can live alongside you, and do not allow him to 

fall by the wayside - but insure your own wellbeing in order for 

this to be possible. Your brother must live alongside you, not 

instead of you or at the expense of your own life or livelihood. 

Torah law mandates your own wellbeing. Self-preservation is the 

first step in preserving others; if saving someone else endangers 

your own life, the Torah commands that your brother shall live 

with you. 

 

How did Rabbi Akiva's students understand their teacher's 

ruling? Did they understand that the case of the two travellers 

with limited water was an extreme case, and not the norm? Did 

they understand that only when push comes to proverbial shove, 

in a zero-sum game situation of life and death, does Rabbi Akiva 

rule in favor of self-interest over love of one's neighbor? Is it 

possible that the students of Rabbi Akiva construed their 

teacher's ethical statement of self-preservation as an 

endorsement of self-interest at the expense of others? Could it 

be that Rabbi Akiva's own teaching served as an excuse for his 

students to act selfishly? Could his own ruling lie at the heart of 

their lack of respect for one another, each one of them believing 

that their own status takes precedence over others' dignity? 

 

Even the greatest educator, even the loftiest values, may be 

misunderstood. Rabbi Akiva could spend a life teaching decency 

and love, and still have followers misapply his ideas. Rather than 

using his teachings to create a utopian society, they left death 

and mourning in their wake. Rather than creating a society 

based on love, mutual respect and sharing, they created one 

based on misanthropy and selfishness. 

 

The lessons of social justice and mutual responsibility found in 

Parashat B'har are all the more poignant at this time of year, in 

the sefira period between Pesach and Shavuot. This, the Talmud 

tells us, is the time of year during which 24,000 students of 

Rabbi Akiva perished. This was the time of year during which 

their failure to understand and internalize the Torah's moral 

imperatives brought about unthinkable loss and destruction. Let 

us hope that the lessons are not lost on us. 
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1. Mount Sinai is referenced in the first verse of the parsha. By 

what two other names is Mount Sinai known? Which two other 

mountains in the Torah are known by more than one name? 

 

In parshas Shemos, Mount Sinai is called God's Mountain (Har 

HaElokim) (Exodus 3:1). In parshas Ki Tisa, it is referred to as 

Mount Chorev (Exodus 33:6). In parshas Vezos Haberacha, the 

mountain that Moshe ascends to view the Land of Israel is called 

Mount Nevo (Deut. 34:1); in parshas Pinchas it is known as 

Mount Ha'Evarim (Numbers 27:12), and in parshas Ha'azinu it is 

called both names (Deut. 32:49). Mount Hermon is mentioned in 

parshas Devarim (Deut. 3:8), while in parshas Ve'eschanan it is 

called Mount Sion (Deut. 4:48). 

 

2. Which law in this parsha involves counting? Which two other 

laws in the Torah involve counting? 

 

The Torah commands the counting of seven sets of seven years, 

totaling 49 years leading up to the Jubilee year (Leviticus 25:8). 

In parshas Emor the Torah commands the counting of 50 days 

from the Omer offering (brought on the second day of Passover) 

until the "new grain" offering (Mincha Chadasha) which is 

brought on Shavuos (Leviticus 23:15-16). In parshas Metzora, 

the Torah commands a woman with the ritual impurity of ziva to 

count seven days before becoming ritually pure (Leviticus 

15:28). 

 

3. In this parsha, what number appears four times in one verse? 

 

The number seven appears four times in the verse: "Count for 

yourselves seven sets of Sabbaticals, seven years seven times, 

and it should be seven sets of Sabbaticals equaling 49 years" 

(Leviticus 25:8). 

 

4. In this parsha, which verse has six words in a row - all 

beginning with the same Hebrew letter? 

 

Leviticus 25:8 has six words in a row, all beginning with the 

letter Shin. 

 

5. In this parsha, which law involves blowing a ram's horn 

(shofar)? 

 

On Yom Kippur of the Jubilee year, we are commanded to blow 

a shofar (Leviticus 25:9). 

 

6. Where is the first time in the Torah that the number 50 

appears? Where else in the Torah does the number 50 appear? 

(7 answers) 

 

In parshas Noach, Hashem instructs Noach to build an ark with a 

width of 50 cubits (Genesis 6:15). (1) In parshas Vayera, 

Avraham beseeches Hashem to save the city of Sodom if the city 

contains 50 righteous people (Genesis 18:24). (2) In parshas 

Yisro, upon the suggestion of his father-in-law Yisro, Moshe 

appoints judges over every 50 people (Exodus 18:21,25). (3) In 

parshas Terumah, 50 loops and hooks connect the different sets 

of the coverings placed on top of the Tabernacle (Exodus 26:5-

6,10-11). (4) In parshas Terumah, the width of the Tabernacle 

courtyard is 50 cubits (Exodus 27:18). (5) In parshas Bamidbar, 

the Levites are counted and designated for work in the 

Tabernacle from ages 30 until 50 (Numbers 4:3). (6) In parshas 

Matos, 50 percent of the war spoils are donated to the Levites 

(Numbers 31:30). (7) In parshas Ki Teizei, a man who violates a 

young maiden must give pay 50 silver coins as reparation (Deut. 

22:29). 

 

7. In this parsha, which law involves a wall? 

 

For a home in a walled city, the original owner has a year to 

redeem it, after which the home becomes the perpetual property 

of the buyer (Leviticus 25:29). 

 

8. In this parsha, which three-word phrase appears four times? 

 

The phrase "I am Hashem your God" (Ani Hashem Elokeichem) 

appears four times: in regard to the prohibition of saying hurtful 

words (Leviticus 25:17), the prohibition against charging interest 

(Lev. 25:38), the obligation to free slaves (Lev. 25:55), and the 

prohibition of idol worship (Lev. 26:1). 
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Preventative Action  
 

"If your brother becomes impoverished and his means falter in 

your proximity, you shall strengthen him - the convert and the 

resident - so that he can live with you." (1) 

 

"Don't let him go down and fall, and then it will be hard to stand 

him up, rather strengthen him from the time he stretches out his 

hand. To what is this similar - to a burden that is on a donkey; 

whilst it is on the donkey one man can support it and keep it up, 

but if it falls to the ground, even five men cannot raise it back up 

(Rashi)." 

 

When a person begins a downward spiral towards poverty, the 

Torah instructs us to prevent his fall before he has nothing. As 

Rashi explains, it is far easier to help him while he still has 

something rather than to wait until he is penniless. 

 

We can derive from here an important life principle that is not 

restricted to giving charity. The work, Zichron Meir, writes that 

while preventative action is important in the physical realm, it is 

essential in the realm of spirituality. When a burden falls from a 

donkey, five men are required to put it back on, but when one 

falls spiritually, perhaps a hundred people cannot prevent the 

fall! He further points out that this principle applies to one's own 

spiritual standing. It is far easier to remove a negative aspect of 

behavior at its root than when it is well developed. He likens this 

to a sickness which is easy to cure if it is discovered early, but if 

it is left unattended, it may spread too far to remove it.(2) 

 

There seem to be two areas in which it is particularly crucial to 

work on at an early stage, in order to avoid insurmountable 

challenges later in life: Parenting and Shalom Bayit (peace in the 

home).(3) An easy way of addressing these areas is by studying 

the Torah approach towards them. A person may feel that he is 

able to deal with any possible challenges by using his common 

sense. Rav Noach Weinberg zt"l demonstrates the serious error 

in this attitude. He notes that people routinely spend many years 

studying in order to pursue a particular career. They recognize 

the need to be suitably qualified in their chosen field. Most 

people (hopefully) would agree that their marriage and family 

life are more important than their career. Nonetheless they 

expect to ably navigate the numerous challenges that they will 

face in these areas without investing time to learn more about 

them. Simply observing the world around us teaches us that 

having a successful marriage is no easy task - the divorce rate in 

the Western world is very high. Similarly, in recent generations 

the problems in the parent-child relationship seem to have 

escalated considerably. 

 

A parent who decides how to bring up his (or her) child purely 

according to his own beliefs is at risk of making damaging 

mistakes that could easily be avoided by seeking out the Torah 

approach.(4) Similarly, basic mistakes in marriage can be 

avoided by attending classes, reading books, and speaking to 

experts on the Torah's opinion in these issues. It is essential to 

strive to identify and address difficulties in marriage at an early 

stage. Sadly, it is not uncommon for a couple to finally go for 

counseling when their problems are too deep-rooted to be fixed. 

This lesson also applies to people who have been married and 

have had children for many years. A person who is already 

married can nevertheless begin to increase the time and effort 

he invests into his marriage. Moreover, new challenges often 

emerge after many years of marriage that require renewed 

study in order to be dealt with properly. Similarly, a person who 

is not married or has no children can nevertheless begin 

preparing himself for marriage and parenting before he enters 

these stages in life. As well as studying the appropriate areas he 

can work on his character traits many years before, making him 

more able to face future challenges. 

 

We learn from the Torah portion that helping someone before 

they have fallen is far easier than raising them back up after 

they have nothing. We saw that this principle applies in all areas 

of life; whether in marriage, parenting or any other area. By 

facing challenges at an early stage, one can avoid 

insurmountable difficulties later in life. 

 

NOTES 

 

1. 1.Behar, 25:35. 

2. Quoted in Lekach Tov, Parshas Behar, p.261-2. 

3. This term usually specifically refers to marriage as opposed 

to other relationships. 
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4. Literally translated as 'the opinion of Torah' - this refers to 

views that derive from people whose sole source of wisdom 

is the Torah. 

 

 

 

 


