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A reflection on Jubilee in the light of the current Refugee Crisis  

(and vice versa) 

Helen Paynter  
 

Introduction 
Whenever we read a biblical text – indeed, whenever we read any text – we come to it with a 

particular point of view. It may relate to who we are, what our background is, what else we have 

read, and so on. This starting point may be unconscious or conscious, unintended or deliberate. This 

paper presents observations made by intentionally reading Leviticus 25 in the light of the refugee 

catastrophe that has resulted from recent events in Syria. 

Jubilee is a theme which runs richly through the Old and New Testaments, but this paper will focus 

mainly on the themes emerging from Leviticus 25, where Jubilee is first instituted. A brief outline of 

the chapter is as follows.  

The chapter begins (vv. 1-7) with the instruction for observation of the Sabbath year. That is, when 

the people of Israel were in the land of Canaan, they were to allow the land to lie fallow every 

seventh year. This is expressed in terms of the land receiving Sabbath. 

It then proceeds (vv. 8-22) to outline the ordinances for the Jubilee year. They are as follows: after 

counting seven cycles of seven years, on the Day of Atonement, the shofar – the ram’s horn – was to 

be sounded, proclaiming the jubilee year. This was marked by several related consequences: every 

man was to return to his own patrimony – to his inheritance. If that inheritance had been sold in the 

meantime, the commencement of jubilee was the point at which it would be returned to him. If he, 

or his family, had been forced by poverty to sell themselves as bonded slaves, the commencement 

of jubilee was the point at which they would be freed again. 

The remainder of the chapter (vv. 23-55) deals with the treatment of those who fall into poverty. It 

outlines the provision for them at each stage of the cycle of deprivation: if they are forced to sell 

their land; if they are unable to sustain themselves; if they are obliged to sell themselves into slavery 

to an Israelite; and finally if they have to sell themselves into slavery to a resident alien.1  

First I will make some general remarks about the ethics within the text, and then I will draw some 

conclusions which are more specific to the refugee situation in particular. 

Cyclicity 
First we note the cyclicity of the Jubilee year. This is in contrast with other ancient near-eastern 

cultures. In Mesopotamia, for example, the king could – and did, from time to time – order the 

freeing of slaves or the cancellation of debts.2 However, these commands occurred entirely at his 
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 Cf. the rabbinic midrash, as quoted in Milgrom, J. (2000) Leviticus XXIII-XXVII (Anchor Bible). New York: 
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whim and caprice. In contrast, and uniquely in the cultures of the day, the joyful events of Jubilee 

were intended to enter the warp and weft of Israel’s society; they were to seep into the 

consciousness of the people and become part of their story; a joyful duty and a sacred celebration.  

This cyclicity is based around the importance of going home. Once in every generation, every family 

would to return to their own ancestral land. Much of the rest of the remainder of the chapter is 

about interim provision for the needy in the meantime. The feeling of loss when one is separated 

from one’s home is well documented in modern sociological and psychological literature;3 the Welsh 

have a word for it: hiraeth. For ancient Israel it was also tied up with the place of family burial and 

with a sense of responsibility towards both progenitors and descendants.4 As we consider our 

response to the refugee crisis, we will do well to note the concern the text has for this particularly 

deep-seated human need. 

So, once in every generation, there was a jubilee. But who was it for? Clearly, it was for the indebted, 

and for those who had involuntarily bonded themselves to escape starvation. But I think the text 

invites us to draw a broader conclusion than this.  

It is well understood in Old Testament scholarship that when we see a seven-fold cycle in the 

Hebrew Bible, it is likely to be pointing us back to the creation narrative, where God is described as 

creating the earth in six days and resting on the seventh. So, in the cyclical pattern ordained in this 

chapter, we find Israel working the fields according to the creation mandate for six years, and then 

resting, with God, on the seventh. Moreover, when something happens on the eighth day, or the 

eighth year, we are meant to understand that this is new creation symbolism. The seven days are 

over, so the eighth is, as it were, Day One again.5 

I suggest that we are meant to detect this pattern in the cyclicity of the Jubilee year. Every seventh 

year Israel rests with God, but after seven cycles of seven years, comes the Jubilee. In other words, 

the Jubilee year is 7+1 par excellence. To return to the question I posed earlier – who was jubilee 

for? This new creation imagery gives us a framework to imagine what the fiftieth year would have 

meant for the poor in the land. It would be as if someone had pressed a ‘reboot’ button, taking them 

back to the day when their families first received their allotment of the Promised Land. 

But the new creation image can be pushed further. The semicentennial celebration proclaimed a 

sort of freedom, not just for the slave and the debtor, but also for the wealthy. For those bound up 

in the cycle of acquisition, Jubilee represented an opportunity to be freed of the burden of excess. 

As they, too, returned to their homeland, there was the possibility for them to be re-orientated to 

their primary needs. Jubilee provided a regular rhythm to discard surplus, and it was a new creation 

event for more than just the destitute. I hardly need point out that this may have implications for us 

as the people of God today. And lest we doubt its relevance to us, I’ll remind us of Jesus’ words to 

                                                           
3
 See, for example: Giuliani, M.V. (1991) ‘Towards an analysis of mental representations of attachment to the 

home.’ The Journal of Architectural and Planning Research, 8:2 pp. 133-146 
4
 Brichto, H., 1973. Kin, Cult and Afterlife - a Biblical Complex. Hebrew Union College Annual, Volume 44, pp. 1-

54. 
5
 In Leviticus 12, for example, a boy-child is circumcised on the eighth day after his birth. At this point his 

mother becomes ritually clean – restored to society, and her son becomes a son of the covenant – he enters 
the covenant community. So here, the ‘eight day’ language – or the seven-plus-one, if you like – is symbolising 
a new beginning – a new creation. See Gentry, P.J. and Wellum, S.J. (2012)  Kingdom through Covenant: A 
biblical-theological Understanding of the Covenants Crossway:Wheaton 
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the rich young ruler – for him, too, his wealth had become a snare and was something he needed 

saving from. 

So much for some of the general ethics we derive from the passage. Now we will consider the 

context which the passage provides for the year of Jubilee. 

Because of YHWH’s prior blessing 
First we note the practical context of the Jubilee. The observance of Sabbath year and Jubilee are 

made possible by God’s generous provision:  

verse 20: “And if you say ‘What shall we eat in the seventh year if we do not sow and we do not 

gather our crop?’ I will command my blessing to you in the sixth year, and it will produce a crop 

for three years.”6 

We might notice the similarity of this notion to the instructions concerning manna in Exodus, where 

no one was to gather manna for more than the needs of the day, except on the sixth day when they 

should gather two days’ worth. These are actions predicated on God’s generous prior provision. 

Second, note the liturgical context of the start of the Jubilee year:  

verse 9: “You shall cause a shofar blast to be heard … on the Day of Atonement you shall cause a 

shofar to be heard in all your land. And you shall declare a holy year, the fiftieth year, and you 

shall proclaim release in the land to all who live in it. It shall be a jubilee to you, and each man 

shall return to his property, and you shall return, each man, to his clan.” 

Of all the days in the year which could have heralded the Jubilee, its setting in the liturgical calendar 

of ancient Israel was at Yom Kippur, the day when the High Priest would enter the most holy Place to 

make atonement for the sins of the nation. And when he had done so, when the nation had been 

forgiven yet again by the gracious provision of God, on the fiftieth occasion of that great day, the 

year of jubilee would begin, and the forgiven people would be commanded to forgo their slaves and 

tear up their notes of credit.  

Thirdly, note the textual context of the command. At the beginning of the passage is verse 2:  

“Speak to the sons of Israel, and say to them, ‘When you come to the land which I am giving you, 

the land shall rest, a Sabbath to the LORD.’”  

At the heart of the chapter, we find verse 38:  

“I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, to give you the land of 

Canaan, to be your God.”  

And at the end of the passage is verse 55:  

“For the sons of Israel are slaves to me. They are my slaves, whom I brought out of the land of 

Egypt. I am the LORD your God.” 
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These three verses provide a textual framework for all the commands of chapter 25. The provision 

for the poor, and particularly the act of jubilee, are held within the setting of God’s mighty action for 

his people in bringing them out of Egypt and into their land. 

So these three elements – the practical element of God’s prior provision, the liturgical context of 

God’s prior forgiveness, and the textual setting of God’s prior act of salvation – combine to form a 

strong theological rationale for jubilee: the people are called to a deed of generosity because they 

have been generously treated by their God. We might usefully reflect on the prior generosity of God 

towards us, and the response that that should evoke. 

Ontology and praxis 
We have seen that the textual framework established Jubilee within the context of God’s saving his 

people from Egypt. Allow me to push this a little further. This saving act is foundational to the 

establishment of the covenant made between God and the people at Sinai – recounted between 

approximately Exodus 19 and 24. Further references to this covenant are made throughout Leviticus 

25: 

Verse 17: “No man shall oppress his fellow-citizen, but you shall fear your God, for I am the LORD 

your God.” 

We have already considered verse 38:  

“I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt…” 

Verse 43:  “You shall not rule over him with violence, but you shall fear your God.” 

And finally, verse 55: “I am the LORD your God.” 

So in total, the people of Israel are reminded five times in this chapter that they are the people of 

God – this is covenant language. And the call to live in a particular way derives its theological 

rationale from this very central predicate. 

This is rather different from the popular notion of Israel being governed by a hefty set of divine 

prohibitions. While, clearly, law is the dominant motif of the book of Leviticus, a careful reading of 

many of these texts, especially the one before us this afternoon, suggests that there is something 

more subtle afoot than simply ‘Do it because I say so’.7 

Virtue ethics 

In ethical terms, this is akin to virtue ethics. First proposed by Aristotle in the very definitely pre-

Christian worldview, it was later adopted and adapted by Thomas Aquinas, and has been further 

                                                           
7
 Mary Douglas’s major contribution to scholarship on Leviticus is helpful in this regard. She argues that its 

style is ‘correlative’ (working through analogies rather than rational, ordered logic) and shows ‘restricted 
speech’ (found where a community has a shared set of identifications and expectations). She suggests that the 
relatively few imperatives in Leviticus (35/10,000 words, compared to most other books of the Old Testament, 
which have three to four times as many) indicate a world where ‘nothing can be justified… except in terms of 
the proper position in the spatial/temporal order whose rightness is the only justification for anything’. 
Douglas, M. (1999) Leviticus as Literature Oxford: Oxford University Press. p.39, emphasis mine. 
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developed within the Christian worldview by a number of modern scholars including Stanley 

Hauerwas.8 

The other two main ethical models are deontic and consequentialist ethics. Deontic, or rule-based 

ethics, of whom Immanuel Kant is one of the chief proponents, seeks to make decision based upon a 

set of rules, whether divinely ordained or – in Kant’s system – derived from the categorical 

imperative.  

The second major ethical theory is that of consequentialism, where the focus is upon the result of 

the action. One version of consequentialism is utilitarianism ‘The greatest good for the greatest 

number’. 

Like consequentialist ethics, virtue ethics is concerned with a telos, or end. But in contrast with 

consequentialism, the telos is not pleasure, well-being, or total human happiness, but is the virtuous 

state - in Christian terms it might be framed as a ‘pull’ towards the normative humanity lived by 

Jesus. Like the deontic rule-based system, virtue ethics makes decisions according to a code. 

However, this is not obligation-based, but is virtue-based. In other words, decisions are made 

according to what is deemed to be the most virtuous path.  

One of the key elements of virtue ethics as set out by Aristotle is that it is determined by role or 

function – the virtue of a soldier is different from the virtue of a statesman.9 In Christian virtue 

ethics, this idea is stated in terms of our doing deriving from our being.10 

This idea of praxis deriving from ontology is also foundational to the teachings of the apostle Paul, in 

what have become known as his ‘indicative–imperative’ sayings. These are the passages where he 

exhorts his readers to live up to their redeemed being. For example: 

Galatians 5:25: “If we live by the Spirit, let us conform to the Spirit.” 

Philippians 2:12-13: “Be working out your salvation with fear and trembling.” 

And from the disputed epistles: 

Ephesians 4:1:“Live worthy of the calling with which you were called.” 

Colossians 3:12 “As the elect of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, 

humility, gentleness, patience…” 

In other words, for Paul, the imperative of how to live emerges from the indicative of who we now 

are. Simply put, Paul urges us not live by rules, but to live as God’s children. 
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 This is most systematically set out in Hauerwas, S. (1983) A Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics 

Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press 
9
 Hauerwas, S. (1986) ‘Virtue’ in J. Macquarrie & J. Childress (eds) A New Dictionary of Christian Ethics London: 
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 Gunton, C. (2000) ‘The Church as a School of Virtue? Human formation in Trinitarian framework’ in 
M.T.Nation & S.Wells (eds) Faithfulness and Fortitude: In conversation with the theological ethics of Stanley 
Hauerwas. Edinburgh: T&T Clark (p. 212) 
Kotva, J. The Christian Case for Virtue Ethics. Washington: Georgetown University Press (p. 30) 
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Now perhaps it is clear why we have made this digression. The ethical call of Leviticus 25 is 

continually rooted in the historical event of what God has done for the people of Israel, and in their 

status as God’s covenant people. In other words, the imperative of how they should act is derived 

from the indicative of who they are.  

Now if we really are finding rudimentary virtue ethics in this passage, what relevance might it have 

to us as the people of God seeking to live well in this society, and in particular, with relation to the 

refugee crisis? I’d like to make three tentative comments. The first is the challenge to our own 

ethics. We might consider that our actions towards the needy should be shaped less by rules of 

conduct or sense of obligation, but by our ontological status as the redeemed people of God, and 

what our telos is. In fact, of course, Paul’s tendency to collapsed eschatology – where he often 

speaks about eschatological events as if they have already happened – leads us to draw this 

conclusion even more strongly. If our telos is that we are the redeemed people of God, this is the 

end towards which we are straining. But – says Paul – you are the redeemed people of God - live like 

it.  

The second thing to note from this necessarily brief excursion into Christian virtue ethics is that it is 

not an individualistic ethical system, but one that is worked out in the company of others. In other 

words, we seek to become a virtuous community. This, of course, is very much what is being 

described in Leviticus 25. 

Thirdly, this might provide a practical solution to the problem of how to have a prophetic voice in 

the world. Sometimes we struggle for traction when we wish to speak particularly on ethical 

matters. Why should the world outside the community of faith conform to the ethical standards of 

those within it? Why would the Bible be of any relevance to those who profess no faith in its God? 

But if we do not appeal to these standards, how else can we express the prophetic call to society? 

Perhaps virtue ethics is part of the answer. Because it addresses communities as well as individuals; 

and because as an ethical system it is not fundamentally Christian– though not incompatible with 

our faith – it might provide a language by which we can appeal to the best nature of the society 

around us. So, for example: 

 Appeal to ontology: Bristol is a city of sanctuary, so...11  

 Appeal to telos: We aspire to be a nation that does not shirk its responsibilities on the world 

stage…12  

 Appeal to virtue: We should act not out of self-interest, nor because it provides the greatest 

good for the greatest number – we should do what is right.  

And just maybe this is the sort of language which makes sense to society around us.13 

                                                           
11

 I choose this example because my home city, Bristol, declared herself ‘City of Sanctuary’ in 2011. For more 
information, see https://bristol.cityofsanctuary.org/ 
12

 The language of Britain being ‘on the world stage’ is one beloved of politicians. See, for example 
http://news.sky.com/story/1497838/pm-tells-g7-britain-is-back-on-world-stage 
13

 The only explicit reference I have found to virtue ethics in the discussion of the refugee crisis is this call to 
virtuous journalism http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/news/nr/refugee-crisis-journalism-media-ethics-1.507619 
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Two great myths of our time 
There is a great deal more that could be said about this passage, and about the refugee crisis. But I 

will conclude by considering two of the prevailing ‘myths’ of the popular press and of popular 

opinion, and how this text critiques them.14 

A myth, in the way which I am using the term, is a prevailing story or widely accepted logic about 

how the world is; it is, if you like, a sort of metanarrative. The term ‘myth’, used in this sense, carries 

no inherent implications of rightness or wrongness; it is simply an idea that has shaped the common 

consciousness. 

Myth 1: our land 

The first myth which we are hearing all the time at the moment is usually phrased along these lines: 

this is our country, and these are our resources. Acceptance of this myth usually leads to a discussion 

about whether the resources in question should or could be shared with outsiders. What does 

Leviticus 25 have to say to this issue? 

Initially, it may appear to support the notion. The opening words, which I have already quoted, say 

this,  

Verse 2: ‘When you come to the land which I am giving you’.  

However, we must note the emphasis – not easily conveyed in our English translations – which the 

use of the first person pronoun brings to the Hebrew text. The words, in fact, are better rendered: 

‘When you come to the land which I am giving you’. In other words, the emphasis is very much on 

the land as a gift from God. But later in the chapter we find these words: 

Verse 23: “‘The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine, and you are aliens and 

sojourners with me’, says the LORD.” 

Similarly, at the end of a passage which has been dealing with bonded servitude, we read: 

Verse 55: “For the sons of Israel are slaves to me. They are my slaves, whom I brought out of the 

land of Egypt.” 

Do these words shock us? I think they are supposed to. In a passage which is really all about the 

rights – or otherwise – of the landed over the landless, of the free over the bonded, the text turns 

around and bites us, so to speak, and tells us that no one really owns the land, in any case; and in 

fact, they are all slaves of the LORD. 

Of course we can’t simply apply this immediately to the situation in the United Kingdom. These 

words were addressed to ancient Israel in a very different context from our own. Ever since the call 

of Abraham, the nation of Israel was set apart by God for a particular purpose, and under a 

particular promise. Much of that purpose was tied up with the physical reality of the land of Canaan. 

Israel – at this point in the story – has good reason to think that she owns the land. Later in the 

story, the events of exile, the words of the prophets and the coming of Jesus will all seek to move 

them on in their thinking. But at this point in the story, land is very central to who they are and what 
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 An intriguing exploration of how the book of Revelation challenged prevailing social myths is presented in 
Howard-Brook, W and Gwyther, A. (1999) Unveiling Empire: Reading Revelation then and now Maryknoll: Orbis  
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God is doing in the world. So I think we should be shocked to read these words, because the people 

of Israel would certainly have been shocked by them. 

Can we drag-and-drop these words into our own twenty-first century situation? Can we say that 

because God tells Israel that the land is not theirs and that they are simply slaves and sojourners in 

it, then we should regard ourselves in the same light? Certainly not. The words are not directed to 

us. But the point, I think, is this. If even Israel could not regard herself as owning the land she lived 

in, and the resources it provided, how much less may we, to whom no such promise has been made? 

Myth 2: our first responsibility is to our own 

The second myth is related to the first one. It is usually expressed something like this: we should 

look after our own people before we think about needy foreigners. Our own poor are our first 

priority. 

But we must note verse 35, which I translate as follows: 

“If your brother is sinking, and his hand is shaky with you, you shall cling to him as to an alien or 

foreigner, and he shall thrive among you.” 

In other words, if your fellow-Israelite becomes destitute, treat him as you treat the foreigners 

among you. And the passage goes on to set out the provision which the foreigner may reasonably 

expect: notably, not to be exploited.  

These words are so shocking that some commentators have tried to offer alternative 

interpretations.15 But none of them quite satisfies the sense of the text. For this is another place 

where we, with the first hearers of this command, are supposed to be pulled up short.  

From the wider biblical context (indeed, there is a tension even within this chapter16) we know that 

although the treatment of aliens in the Levitical law was more generous than might be expected in 

an ancient society, they were not generally treated on parity with native Israelites. So it is all the 

more shocking that here, at the heart of this extraordinary manifesto, when the writer is looking for 

a means of expressing the generous treatment due to an impoverished native Israelite, he chooses 

to liken it to the treatment of a foreigner. I wonder if Jesus had this passage in mind when he told 

the story of the Good Samaritan. Here he uses a similar shock tactic, although somewhat in reverse. 

How generous should I be? Even as generous as this Samaritan! But the message is identical – all the 

world is my neighbour. 
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 The question hinges on the translation of wěheḥězaqtā bô , which I have rended ‘you shall cling to him’. 
Milgrom argues that this should be translated ‘you shall seize him’. However, notwithstanding his point about 
tensions in the wider text concerning the treatment of aliens, in none of the parallels (vv. 25, 39, 47-48) is the 
instruction concessive (you may take advantage) but always beneficent (this is how you are to provide for 
him). Cf. also Deut. 15:7-8. My reading is consistent with that of Gordon Wenham (Wenham, G. (1979) The 
Book of Leviticus GrandRapids: Eerdmans (p321)), John Hartley (Hartley, 2002) and Baruch Levine (Levine, B. 
(1989) The JPS Torah Commentary: Leviticus Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society (p. 178)). This is further 
strengthened by noting that the phrase often translated ‘he shall live with you’ (v. 35) is better rendered ‘he 
shall thrive with you’, since the word in question is not yashab to dwell, but ḥayah, to live. This is borne out by 
the LXX, which translates ḥayah with ζάω. 
16

 See verses 44-46. 
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This surely presents a very real challenge to our parochial worldview of ‘our own first’. But in our 

global society it also requires careful thought. In the days when Leviticus was written, the concept of 

‘world’ was limited to a few nations in the middle east, and the number of people one would ever 

meet, or learn the needs of, was much more limited than that. Today, our computer newsfeeds and 

television screens beam us images of the needy from all over the world; we are in continual danger 

of compassion fatigue, and can feel genuinely overwhelmed by the enormity of global need and our 

own limitations. Additionally, we might ask what our responsibilities are towards those we identify 

as neighbour. How far up Maslow’s hierarchy of needs17 should we seek to address privation? To 

what extent is treating the cause of the refugee crisis rather than its symptoms a genuine expression 

of neighbourly love, and to what extent is it an abrogation of that very thing? 

As we seek to identify our responsibilities in a situation where resources are not infinite (although a 

whole lot less limited than some would have us believe), we should begin here. The definition of 

‘neighbour’ may well embrace more than those within, and at, our borders, but can surely not be 

less. However they got here, those who are within our national boundaries and those who are 

knocking at our door seeking to enter are our neighbours. This passage in Leviticus offers the daring 

suggestion that we treat our own poor as well as we treat the refugee.  

Conclusion 

The theme of Jubilee recurs many times throughout the Bible; notably in Isaiah 61, Luke 4, and Acts 

2. However, Leviticus 25 is the index text for all of these, and it is this which has formed the main 

focus of our attention in this paper. We have seen that the cyclicity of the festival wrote it into the 

national consciousness, and that the ‘7+1’ pattern which it adopts highlights its ‘new creation’ 

aspect, which provided liberation for rich and poor alike.  

We noted that the festival was rooted in God’s prior generosity and grace; I leave to my readers to 

draw out the implications which this has for a country as wealthy as the United Kingdom. In 

particular, the foundation of the commandment upon the frequent iterations of covenant language 

such as ‘I am the LORD is similar to the Pauline ‘indicative-imperative’ pattern, and has 

correspondence with elements of virtue ethics. This may provide us with a point of contact for 

speaking to a nation which, in general, no longer professes Christian principles. 

Finally, we noted that two of the most strident prevailing myths are challenged by Leviticus 25; the 

land may not be regarded as ‘ours’; and, while the witness of the chapter is varied, verse 35 provides 

a forceful critique of the notion that our prime responsibility is to ‘our own’. Who is our neighbour? 

As a wise man once said, ‘A man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho…’. 
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