PROCLAIM LIBERTY THROUGHOUT THE LAND
by Rabbi David Algaze
“You shall sound a broken blast on the shofar, in the seventh month, on the tenth of the month…and proclaim freedom throughout the land for all its inhabitants…” (Leviticus 25:9-10)

The Jubilee year, the fiftieth in every cycle, is one of the happiest and most meaningful period of the Jewish society. In addition to the usual suspension of work that characterized every Sabbatical year, the Jubilee had the additional function of releasing all slaves and allowing that all ancestral plots of land that were sold to a stranger revert to their original owners. This phenomenon of freedom for “everyone” suggests a deeper significance to this practice.  Indeed, the concept of freedom for all inspired people for many centuries and especially the architects of the American Revolution. This universal aspect of the Jubilee’s freedom extends to the end of history as well. The Zohar explains that in the future, Jews that had been scattered all over the globe will march to their liberation to the sound of a shofar. As Isaiah describes, “As the raising of a mountain flag (is visible) so you will see (My salvation) and as the sound of the shofar you will hear.” (18) The shofar comes to awaken people from their slumber and the Jewish people will then awaken to free themselves from the shackles of oppression, both external and internal, that imprisons them. Thus, will their Redemption begin. The Jubilee is a symbol of Man’s ultimate destination: freedom. 
The question is why this year was so important since it provided freedom only to slaves and fields. One should wonder why the verse says, “Proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants” since not everyone was being released. Ramban explains that since slaves were freed, everyone had freedom to move about as they wished and this is the etymology of the word yovel, meaning moving about. Another explanation of the general application of freedom is that whenever some people are enslaved, all freedom becomes limited and becomes relative and compromised. As the slaves are being freed, everyone experiences the spirit of freedom and appreciates more fully the importance of freedom for all human beings. Thus, in liberating the slaves, the owners too acquire a sense of independence that is greater than before. 

The Chinuch( Spain, 13th c.) suggests a more profound meaning to this freedom. As a person releases from his grip a slave or a field, he gains a special comprehension of property and ownership. When a master and a landowner are being forced to part with their possessions, they begin a process of realizing that no possessions are theirs, that they belong to a higher Owner. The separation from material property enables them to see that all they have comes from G-d and all their possessions are only gifts form Hashem. We do not own anything; we are mere trustees of material goods who were appointed by G-d to take care of them for a limited time and for a specific reason. When a person understands this concept, he becomes liberated from the force that drives him to constantly to acquire more and more and is freed from the anxiety associated with the acquisition, accumulation and hoarding.  In other words, as the owners release their slaves, they too are set free from the dark forces that shackle them. 

The need to constantly obtain, gather and have more is the greatest oppressor of Man’s spirit and his ability to enjoy peace and happiness. As Hillel said, “the more possessions, the more worry.” (Abot) When one learns how to let go, he becomes free from the yoke of the drive that blinds him and leads him on to his perdition. The unfettered pursuit of riches and material possessions becomes Man’s worst enemy, as the poet John Ruskin wrote, “Every increased possession loads us with a new weariness.” Therefore, the Jubilee year does not only free the slaves; it frees all people. That is the reason that the verse says that the liberty should be proclaimed to all the inhabitants of the Earth. As the slaves go home and the fields return to their owners, there is a universal feeling of freedom experienced by all because people now understand more clearly the meaning of possession and develop a healthier attitude to material ownership. 
