
 

SERMON KI TEITZEI:1 

WE KNOW WE BELONG TO THE LAND 

Student Rabbi Gabriel Kanter�Webber, Saturday 21 August 2021 
Southgate Progressive Synagogue 

 

1 I was booked to lead your service on Boxing Day. But I had to cancel at 

the last minute because my wife was having an emergency caesarean. 

Luckily it all turned out OK, and our baby, five weeks premature, is now 

happy, healthy and smiley at nearly eight months old. 

2 His name is Omri, which literally means ‘my sheaf’, so it feels appropriate 

that this morning we read that passage from Parashat Ki Teitzei which 

deals with the laws of the forgotten sheaf:2 “When you reap the harvest in 

your field and overlook a sheaf in the field, do not turn back to get it; it 

shall go to the stranger, the orphan and the widow.” 

3 The rules of leket and shich’chah 5 those grains which the farmer 

accidentally drops, and those which he neglects 5 are based wholly on 

chance. The farmer might not forget any sheaves; they might not drop 

any. It’s certainly not a reliable way of ensuring that the poor have a 

steady flow of food. So what is the point of these commandments? 

4 Let’s ask the question another way, perhaps in a more cynical way. Why 

should the poor be given the produce of my field? I planted it, I watered it, 

I harvested it. It’s mine, right? 
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5 Well, not according to the commentator Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, 

it’s not. He said: “The idea of ownership is writ large here: your harvest, 

your field. You have worked and cultivated, here now is the result, which 

you are about to gather with your own strength or that of those in your 

service. It is just this proud feeling of ownership which these mitzvot 

come to admonish. They warn you not to consider the whole of your field 

as being solely for you. They warn you not to lust over the power of your 

own labour.”3 

6 Rabbi Hirsch is referring to a human trait that needs correcting. The 

tendency to point to something and say, “That’s mine.” But how did this 

trait begin? How did people begin to develop these proprietorial feelings 

over ‘their’ things? 

7 Professor Robert Nichols thinks that the concept of property was 

invented at the same time as the concept of theft: “Dispossession 

combines two processes: it transforms non�proprietary relations into 

proprietary ones, while, at the same time, systematically transferring 

control of this Bnewly�formedC property. In this way, dispossession 

merges commodification and theft into one moment. In a standard 

formulation one would assume that property is logically and 

chronologically prior to theft. However, in this context, theft is the 

mechanism and means by which property is generated.”4 

8 We can generate the idea of property, but we can’t control that property. 

We can’t control whether or not we forget a sheaf. We can’t control 

whether or not we drop a sheaf. We can’t even control whether or not our 

crops flourish; soil conditions, atmospheric conditions, many 
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considerations outside the boundaries of ‘our’ property, the field, have a 

huge impact. To paraphrase the psalm,5 unless God grows the grain, the 

farmer toils in vain. 

9 I can’t control my own little sheaf, Omri, either. It would be easy for me to 

be lulled into believing that, because I created him, I own him: that he’s 

mine. But that’s not the case. In the words of the Lebanese poet Kahlil 

Gibran:6 

Your children are not your children. 

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself. 

They come through you but not from you, 

And though they are with you yet they belong not to you. 

You may give them your love but not your thoughts, 

For they have their own thoughts. 

You may house their bodies but not their souls, 

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, which you 

cannot visit, not even in your dreams. 

10 This parashah comes to teach us that the propertisation of land and of 

produce, and the fetishisation of the fruits of our labour, or of the fruits of 

our loins 5 assuming proprietorship over something which we really don’t 

deserve 5 is virtually idolatry. God grows the grain, God created the 

people Bincluding the poor peopleC. Our role in the great process of life is 

purely technical. We are servants, not masters.7 We tend the crops that 

only exist thanks to Divine intervention. We bring life into the world 

through the miraculous processes God has created. These are 
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commodities to be shared generously, not guarded jealously. Kein y’hi 

ratzon, may this be God’s will.  
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Deuteronomy 24:10-22 

  � א ֶאל־ֵּבית� �ֹ א־ָתב ֹֽ ּוָמה ל ֲע�� ַמַּׁש�את ְמא� ה ְבֵרֽ י־ַתֶּׁש� ִּכֽ
יׁש ֲאֶׁש#ר ַאָּתה! ֹנֶׁש�ה  ד ְוָהִא$ ֲעֹמ� ּוץ ַּתֽ ט ֲעֹבֽט�׃ ַּבח� ֲעֹב� ַלֽ

�ט ַהֽחּוָצה׃  ת־ַהֲעב� יא ֵאֶל,י� ֶאֽ � י�ִצ�  ב-

When your fellow has asked you to make them a 

loan, 

You have no right to grab it from inside their 

home. 

To uphold their dignity, you are ordered to wait 

Until they can bring it to you at the gate. 

If they are poor, says our God, the Almighty, 

You have to return their pyjamas or nightie. 



You mustn’t oppress your hired staff, and their 

wages 

Should be paid very promptly: don’t make them 

wait ages. 

יב   ֲעֹבֽט�׃ ָהֵׁשב/ ָּתִׁש. א ִתְׁשַּכ�ב ַּבֽ �ֹ ּוא ל יׁש ָעִנ�י ה� ְוִאם־ִא�
 � ֶמׁש ְוָׁשַכ�ב ְּבַׂשְלָמת� �א ַהֶּׁש- ת־ַהֲעב�ט! ְּכב� � ֶאֽ ל#

ְר  א־ּוֵבֽ ֹֽ י�׃ ל ה ִלְפֵנ�י ְיהָו�ה ֱא3ֶהֽ �ה ְצָדָק- ְהֶי ֶכ�ָּך ּוְל�! ִּתֽ
ר   ְר�, ֲאֶׁש� � ִמֵּגֽ י� א: ַאֶח; �י ְוֶאְבי��ן ֵמֽ יר ָעִנ ק ָׂשִכ� ַתֲעֹׁש�

י�׃  �א   טוְּבַאְרְצ�� ִּבְׁשָעֶרֽ � ְוֽלֹא־ָתב: ן ְׂשָכר= / ִתֵּת. ְּבי�מ�
  � א ֶאת־ַנְפׁש� ּוא ֹנֵׂש� יו ה� ּוא ְוֵאָל; י ָעִני! ה- ֶמׁש ִּכ# ָעָל�יו ַהֶּׁש$

ְטא׃ ה ְוָהָי�ה ְב�� ֵחֽ י�! ֶאל־ְיהָו- א ָעֶל. א־ִיְקָר# ֹֽ  ְול

Don’t execute parents for their offspring’s crime: 

For the one who has sinned, they alone should do 

time. 



Uphold the rights of vulnerable folk, 

And don’t force a widow to give up her cloak. 

For recall: you were brought out of Egypt by God, 

Your slavery was ended with Moses’s rod. 

 ֹֽ ים ּוָבִנ�ים ל ּו ָאב�ת! ַעל־ָּבִנ- א־יּוְמת# ֹֽ ּו ַעל־ל א־יּוְמת�
�ם  �ר ָית� ט ֵּג ה ִמְׁשַּפ� א ַתֶּט- �ֹ תּו׃ ל � יּוָמֽ יׁש ְּבֶחְטא� �ת ִא� ָאב�

יָת!  י ֶע#ֶבד ָהִי. ֶגד ַאְלָמָנֽה׃ ְוָזַֽכְרָּת$ ִּכ� ל ֶּב� ֲחֹב- א ַתֽ �ֹ ְול
י   ֹנִכ# ן ָאֽ Bי� ִמָּׁש�ם ַעל־ֵּכ  ִּיְפְּד�, ְיהָו�ה ֱא3ֶה� ִים ַוֽ ְּבִמְצַר-

ר ַהֶּזֽה׃ְמַצְּו�! לַֽ  �ת ֶאת־ַהָּדָב�  ֲעׂש-

When you harvest your field, don’t take every 

sheaf: 

When you gather your olives, don’t take every 

leaf. 



From your vineyard, leave widows and orphans 

some vines, 

So you will remember My wonders and signs. 

י ִתְקֹצר/ קְ  א ִּכ� #ֹ ה ל ֶמר ַּבָּׂשֶד$ ָׁשַכְחָּת: ֹע� � ְוֽ יְר�. ְבָׂשֶד= ִצֽ
�ה ְלַמ#ַען   ְהֶי ַאְלָמָנ�ה ִיֽ �ם ְוָלֽ ,ר ַלָּית� � ַלֵּג ָתׁשּוב! ְלַקְחּת-

י ַתְחֹּבט!  י�׃ ִּכ# ה ָיֶדֽ ֲעֵׂש� ל ַמֽ י� ְּבֹכ� �ה ֱא3ֶה- ֶרְכ�! ְיהָו ְיָבֽ
,ר  ֲחֶר�י� ַלֵּג ר ַאֽ א ְתַפֵא� �ֹ ַאְלָמָנ�ה  ֵזֽיְת�- ל �ם ְוָלֽ ַלָּית�

ְהֶיֽה׃  ,ר  ִיֽ ֲחֶר�י� ַלֵּג א ְתע�ֵל�ל ַאֽ �ֹ י ִתְבֹצר! ַּכְרְמ�- ל ִּכ#
יָת  �ַכְרָּת- ִּכי־ֶע�ֶבד ָהִי� ְהֶיֽה׃ ְוָז ַאְלָמָנ�ה ִיֽ �ם ְוָלֽ ַלָּית�

�ת  ֲעׂש- י ְמַצְּו�! ַלֽ ֹנִכ# ן ָאֽ Bֶאת־ ְּבֶא�ֶרץ ִמְצָר�ִים ַעל־ֵּכ
ר ַהֶּזֽה׃  ַהָּדָב�


