
DIVINE FORGETFULNESS 

 

When you reap your harvest in your field and forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it; it 

shall be left for the alien, the and the widow, so that the LORD your God may bless you in all your 

undertakings. 

-Deuteronomy 24:19 

 

The two lessons set before us this evening open two very different doors on faith. In the passage from 

Acts, the apostle Paul shipwrecked on Malta-shakes a poisonous snake from his hands if it were a midge, 

cures a man by laying hands on his head, then heals everyone on the island who is suffering from any 

kind of disease. These miracles bring him both honor and reward. When Paul and his companions set 

sail, their ship has been fully stocked by grateful islanders. They have more, not less than they did when 

they arrived. 

Based on the mail I receive from spiritual seekers, this is the kind of faith most people are looking for. 

They want the kind that will grant them immunity from death and danger, the kind that will give them 

power to do things ordinary people cannot do. If they just had this, they say, they would have all the 

proof they need: that God really does exist, that God really is powerful, that God really does give power 

to those who believe. Call it the kind of faith that moves mountains. 

The passage from Deuteronomy has no miracles in it. It focused on the kind of faith that moves us 

instead--to respect the dignity of debtors, to pay laborers the same day they work, to leave wheat in the 

field for those who cannot afford to buy it at market. None of these acts of faith are going to make 

headlines like shaking a snake from your hand. Our only satisfaction will be knowing that we have kept 

faith with one of God's commands, which has made us slightly more generous than we might otherwise 

have been, though in profoundly ordinary ways. 

There are nine commands in this short section of Torah. With the exception of the one about parents 

and children not being put to death for each other's sins, the commands are all about how those at the 

top of the food chain are to treat those at the bottom. 

According to those who know, there once was a time when such commands weren't necessary for God's 

people--back when kinship bonds were strong and extended families caught those whose safety nets 

had broken. But success changed things. People moved into big urban areas where some of them made 

a lot more money than others. It was no longer possible to know all of the neighbors, some of whom 

only showed up when they were raising money for something—their own rent, for all you knew. You 

could often tell the renters from the owners by how badly their places needed a paint job, but you knew 

it wasn't their fault. It was the landlord's fault, and still the kids were being treated badly at school 

because they walked home to such shabby houses.  

You get the picture. Things haven't changed all that much in 2,500 years. "You shall love your neighbor 

as yourself”— that's in Torah too (Lev. 19:18). But remind me, please: who is my neighbor? 



In these verses from Deuteronomy, the neighbor is anyone to whom you are economically related. Your 

neighbor is anyone to whom you lend something or from whom you borrow it; anyone who works for 

you or for whom you work; anyone who sells something you need to live or who buys or barters it from 

you. As much as we like to think it's compassion that makes us kin, it’s not. It’s economics: the daily give 

and take of the goods and services that make life possible both for those who have and those who have 

not. 

Is there an app that allows you to track the progress of a five pound note through the system? If not, I 

hope you will invent one--so you can see how the note you use to buy bread goes into the bank to pay 

the clerk who sold it to you, who spends it on petrol for his car, so that it becomes the property of the 

oil company that is still paying to clean up the spill where the fish you ate on Friday night was once 

caught and may be again. But don't get distracted by the fish! Keep your eye on the five-pound note, 

which has now gone into the pocket of one of the out-of-work fishermen as part of the company's 

reparation to the local community, who will use it to buy bread to pay the clerk who spends it on petrol 

for her car. 

Of course, there was no paper money when Deuteronomy was written. It was more often stuff that 

changed hands: grinding stones, garments, olive oil, cooking pots. You can tell that from the first 

command, which says that when you make someone a loan and ask for collateral, you may not go into 

that person's house and take it. You must wait outside for the person to bring it out to you. This isn't a 

command about meeting the requirements of the law, in other words. It's a command about preserving 

the dignity of those who must ask for others' help. 

If you accept someone's cloak as collateral, the next command says, and the person is so poor that the 

cloak doubles as a bed blanket, you may not sleep in it yourself. You must return it every evening by 

sunset so that the person may sleep in it and bless you. Presumably this means going back every 

morning to get the cloak back (“Umm, I'm here to take your blanket again"), which sounds like a very 

effective way to shame a lender ("Look, why don't you Just keep the blanket and we'll shake hands on 

the loan instead?").  

These are very unusual commands, not least because they place limits on the rich. When you hire day 

laborers, the next command says, make sure you pay them before the sun goes down. It may not be a 

big deal for you to wait three days for a check to clear, but your workers have kids at home waiting for 

them to come through the door with a grocery sack. Your workers shouldn't have to explain that to you, 

either. They worked today, so you pay them today. Whether they are brand-new immigrants or third-

generation locals, getting their wages from you should not cost them one cent of dignity. 

As a Christian, I'm used to thinking of these commands in terms of charity, but the next three of them 

kick that notion up a notch. When you leave a sheaf of wheat in the field, or when you beat your olive 

trees, or when you gather the grapes of your vineyard, says the Lord, don't go back to make sure you get 

every last one that belongs to you. Leave some for those who don't have land to grow things on. Leave 

some for those with no alpha males to look out for them. 

But why just leave something for them, a charitable person might ask? Why not go the whole distance 

and gather the food, wash it, bag and deliver it to the poor people's doorsteps? Wouldn't that be the 

kinder thing to do? 



Perhaps. But if you have ever been on the receiving end of such charity, you know that the hand that 

gives is always higher than the hand that receives. Think about it. Would you rather answer the door to 

find a group of good people bearing gifts for your needy family (with their own need for you to praise 

their goodness all over their faces), or would you rather know the fields where you are welcome to go at 

the end of the day with your own baskets to gather your own food for your own family, so that they 

rejoice to see you coming through the door instead of some well-meaning strangers 

This is the point at which it becomes clear that these commands are not about exercising charity. They 

are about exercising divine justice, as God requires those who have a lot to leave some for those who 

have little, without standing around to be seen or thanked. 

The most puzzling command in the whole list--the one that has kept the rabbis busy—is the one about 

the sheaf left in the field. Did you hear the key verb when it went by? “When you reap your harvest in 

your field and forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it: it shall be left for the alien, the 

orphan, and the widow, so that the LORD your God may bless you in all your undertakings" (emphasis 

added).  

Come again? When you reap your harvest and forget a sheaf? This is very odd. How do you fulfill a 

command by forgetting something instead of remembering it? Can a deed really be called good if you 

didn't do it on purpose? But that's what the commandment says: when you remember that you forgot 

the sheaf, don't do anything about it. Just leave it for the people who will come for it later. But 

remember that you can't leave it for them in the first place. You have to have forgotten it first. 

This may be the most charming commandment in the book--especially for people my age, who are 

always forgetting everything--but it is clearly not about cultivating memory loss as a spiritual practice. 

Instead, I think, it is about becoming the kind of person who isn't counting sheaves all the time. It is 

about becoming the kind of person who no longer worries about getting every olive off every tree and 

every grape off every vine-because there is plenty, really--plenty and some to spare--not only for you, 

the alien, the widow, and the orphan, but also for the deer, the rabbit, and the raven, who are members 

of the community as well. 

Not many of us have wheat fields or vineyards anymore. Some of us don't even have olive trees in clay 

pots, but I'll bet you don't need my help to bring this teaching up to date. What would it take for you to 

be free enough to forget to gather up every bit of what is yours? How secure would you have to be, to 

skip getting down on your knees every day to make sure you didn't miss a single olive or grape? 

As I said at the start, this is a long way from the kind of faith that wants to move mountains--the kind 

that longs for more miracles, more power, a more direct line to God. There's nothing wrong with any of 

that, I suppose, except that so few people seem satisfied by the amount of power they get, whereas 

anyone, absolutely anyone, can have faith enough to be moved by God’s justice, especially when it's as 

simple as making a micro-loan with no collateral, or paying a laborer's wages on time, or leaving a whole 

row of snow peas in the garden with a sign that says, "Help Yourself—Yes, You." 

What would it take for you to be free enough to forget to gather up every bit of what is 

yours? How secure would you have to be, to skip getting down on your knees every day 

to make sure you didn't miss a single olive or grape? 



Who knows? You might even forget a couple of five-pound notes on the dresser the next time you stay 

in a hotel room and not go back to get them. They shall be left for the housekeeper, so that the Lord 

your God may bless you in all your undertakings, 

It's up to us, really. But if we choose the commands instead of the miracles, then when our ships sail we 

will have less, not more, than we did when we arrived--less stuff, less guilt, less stress--and maybe a 

little more bliss as well, thanks to our divine forgetfulness, and the good Lord who showed us the way. 
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