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Slavery in the Torah Revisited 
Based on an article by Rav Alex Israel, "Is Slavery Ethical?" 

 
Source 1: Shemot Ch. 21 

 
ם א ְפֵניהֶּ ים, לִּ שִּ ר תָּ ים, ֲאשֶּ טִּ ְשפָּ ה, ַהמִּ ים  ב  .ְוֵאלֶּ נִּ י, ֵשש שָּ ְברִּ ד עִּ בֶּ ה עֶּ ְקנֶּ י תִּ כִּ

ת עִּ נָּםֵיֵצא --ַיֲעֹבד; ּוַבְשבִּ י, חִּ ְפשִּ ם ג  .ַלחָּ ם-אִּ ַבַעל -ְבַגפֹו יָּבֹא, ְבַגפֹו ֵיֵצא; אִּ
מֹו ְשתֹו עִּ ה אִּ ה הּוא, ְויְָּצאָּ שָּ ם ד  .אִּ ן-אִּ תֶּ יו יִּ ה-ֲאֹדנָּ ה, ְויְָּלדָּ שָּ ים אֹו -לֹו אִּ נִּ לֹו בָּ

נֹות , ְוהּוא, ֵיֵצא ְבַגפֹו--בָּ יהָּ ְהיֶּה ַלאֹדנֶּ , תִּ יהָּ דֶּ ילָּ ה וִּ שָּ אִּ ֹמר יֹאַמר, -םְואִּ  ה  .הָּ אָּ
ת י אֶּ ַהְבתִּ ד, אָּ בֶּ עֶּ ת-הָּ י, אֶּ ת-ֲאֹדנִּ י ְואֶּ ְשתִּ י-אִּ ְפשִּ י; לֹא ֵאֵצא, חָּ נָּ ישֹו  ו  .בָּ גִּ ְוהִּ

ל יו, אֶּ ל-ֲאֹדנָּ ישֹו אֶּ גִּ ים, ְוהִּ ֱאֹלהִּ ל-הָּ ת, אֹו אֶּ לֶּ ת-ַהדֶּ יו אֶּ ַצע ֲאֹדנָּ ה; ְורָּ -ַהְמזּוזָּ
ם. דֹו ְלֹעלָּ ְזנֹו ַבַמְרֵצַע, ַוֲעבָּ י ז  }ס{  אָּ ת-ְוכִּ יש אֶּ ְמֹכר אִּ ה-יִּ מָּ תֹו, ְלאָּ לֹא ֵתֵצא, --בִּ

ים דִּ ֲעבָּ ם ח  .ְכֵצאת הָּ ר-אִּ , ֲאשֶּ יהָּ ה ְבֵעיֵני ֲאֹדנֶּ עָּ ּה-רָּ דָּ ּה:--לא )לֹו( ְיעָּ ְפדָּ ְלַעם   ְוהֶּ
י לֹא ְכרִּ ְגדֹו-נָּ ּה, ְבבִּ ְכרָּ ְמֹשל ְלמָּ ּה-יִּ ם ט  .בָּ ה-ְואִּ נָּ דֶּ יעָּ ְבנֹו, יִּ ְשַפט ַהבָּ --לִּ נֹות, ְכמִּ

ה ּה-ַיֲעשֶּ ם י  .לָּ ַקח-אִּ ת, יִּ רֶּ ע--לֹו-ַאחֶּ ְגרָּ ּה, לֹא יִּ תָּ ּה ְוֹענָּ ּה ְכסּותָּ ם יא  .ְשֵארָּ -ְואִּ
ש ה-ְשלָּ ּה:--ֵאלֶּ ה, לָּ ף  לֹא ַיֲעשֶּ סֶּ ם, ֵאין כָּ נָּ ה חִּ   .ְויְָּצאָּ

21:1 These are the laws that you must set before [the Israelites]: 

21:2 If you buy a Hebrew slave, he shall serve for six years, but in the 
seventh year, he is to be set free without liability. 

21:3 If he was unmarried when he entered service, he shall leave by himself. 
But if he was a married man, his wife shall leave with him. 

21:4 If his master gives him a wife, and she bears sons or daughters, the 
woman and her children shall remain her master's property. [The slave] 
shall leave by himself. 

21:5 If the slave declares, 'I am fond of my master, my wife and my children; I 
do not want to go free,' 

21:6 his master must bring him to the courts. Standing [the slave] next to the 
door or doorpost, his master shall pierce his ear with an awl. [The 
slave] shall then serve [his master] forever. 

21:7 If a man sells his daughter as a maidservant, she shall not be freed as 
male servants are released. 

21:8 Her master should provisionally designate her as his bride, and if she is 
not pleasing to him, he must let her be redeemed. He is considered to 
have broken faith with her, and he therefore does not have the right to 
sell her toanyone else. 

21:9 If [the master] designates her as a bride for his son, she must be treated 
exactly the same as any other girl. 

21:10 [Similarly], if [the master] marries another wife, he may not diminish 
[this one's] allowance, clothing or conjugal rights. 

21:11 If none of the above three are done [to the girl], then she shall be 
released without liability or payment. 
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RashiSource 2:  
  - א( ואלה המשפטים)

הראשונים מה , כל מקום שנאמר אלה פסל את הראשונים, ואלה מוסיף על הראשונים
 ? ולמה נסמכה פרשת דינין לפרשת מזבח. מסיני, אף אלו מסיני

 : המזבח לומר לך שתשים סנהדרין אצל המקדש

“This word ‘VE-eleh’ indicates a direct connection with the preceding narrative. 
Just like the earlier laws are from Sinai, so are these from Sinai.” 

 

Structure of Chapters:  
CHAP 19-20                         Covenant and revelation at Sinai 
CHAP 21-23:19                   The Mishpatim 
CHAP 23:20-24:11             Covenant and revelation at Sinai 
  

Source 3a: Shemot Ch. 24 

ל א ַמר ֲעֵלה -ְואֶּ ה אָּ לֹמשֶּ ֵאל; -אֶּ ְשרָּ ְקֵני יִּ זִּ ים, מִּ ְבעִּ יהּוא, ְושִּ ב ַוֲאבִּ דָּ ה ְוַאֲהֹרן נָּ ה, ַאתָּ ְיהוָּ
ֹחק ם, ֵמרָּ יתֶּ ְשַתֲחוִּ ל ב  .ְוהִּ ה ְלַבדֹו אֶּ ַגש ֹמשֶּ ם, לֹא ַיֲעלּו -ְונִּ עָּ שּו; ְוהָּ גָּ ה, ְוֵהם לֹא יִּ ְיהוָּ

מֹו ל ג  .עִּ ם ֵאת כָּ עָּ ה, ַוְיַסֵפר לָּ ְבֵר -ַויָּבֹא ֹמשֶּ לדִּ ה, ְוֵאת, כָּ ל-י ְיהוָּ ים; ַוַיַען כָּ טִּ ְשפָּ ם -ַהמִּ עָּ הָּ
ל ד, ַויֹאְמרּו, כָּ חָּ ר-קֹול אֶּ ים ֲאשֶּ רִּ ה-ַהְדבָּ ה, ַנֲעשֶּ ר ְיהוָּ בֶּ ל ד  .דִּ ה, ֵאת כָּ ְכֹתב ֹמשֶּ ְבֵרי -ַויִּ דִּ

ְש  ר; ּוְשֵתים עֶּ הָּ ְזֵבַח ַתַחת הָּ ן מִּ בֶּ ר, ַויִּ ה, ַוַיְשֵכם ַבֹבקֶּ ְבֵטי ְיהוָּ ר שִּ שָּ ְשֵנים עָּ ה, לִּ ֵרה ַמֵצבָּ
ֵאל ְשרָּ ת ה  .יִּ ְשַלח, אֶּ ה-ַויִּ ים, ַליהוָּ מִּ ים ְשלָּ חִּ ְזְבחּו ְזבָּ ֵאל, ַוַיֲעלּו, ֹעֹלת; ַויִּ ְשרָּ --ַנֲעֵרי ְבֵני יִּ

ים רִּ ַרק  ו  .פָּ ם, זָּ י ַהדָּ ֹנת; ַוֲחצִּ ַאגָּ ם בָּ שֶּ ם, ַויָּ י ַהדָּ ה ֲחצִּ ַקח ֹמשֶּ ְזֵבחַ -ַעלַויִּ ר  ז  .ַהמִּ ַקח ֵספֶּ ַויִּ
ר ם; ַויֹאְמרּו, ֹכל ֲאשֶּ עָּ ְזֵני הָּ א ְבאָּ ְקרָּ ית, ַויִּ ע-ַהְברִּ ְשמָּ ה ְונִּ ה ַנֲעשֶּ ר ְיהוָּ בֶּ ה  ח  .דִּ ַקח ֹמשֶּ ַויִּ

ת ְזֹרק ַעל-אֶּ ם, ַויִּ ֵנה ַדם-ַהדָּ ר, הִּ ם; ַויֹאמֶּ עָּ ם, עַ -הָּ כֶּ מָּ ה עִּ ַרת ְיהוָּ ר כָּ ית ֲאשֶּ לַהְברִּ -ל כָּ
ה ֵאלֶּ ים, הָּ רִּ  .ַהְדבָּ

24:1 [God] said to Moses, 'Go up to God along with Aaron, Nadav and Avihu, and 
seventy of the elders of Israel. [All of] you must bow down at a distance. 

24:2 Only Moses shall then approach God. The others may not come close, and the 
people may not go up with him. 

24:3 Moses came and told the people all of God's words and all the laws. The people all 
responded with a single voice, 'We will keep every word that God has spoken.' 

24:4 Moses wrote down all of God's words. He got up early in the morning, and built 
an altar at the foot of the mountain, along with twelve pillars for the twelve tribes 
of Israel. 

24:5 He sent the [consecrated] young men among the Israelites, and they 
offered oxen as burnt offerings and peace offerings to God. 

24:6 Moses took half the blood [of these offerings], and put it into large bowls. The 
other half he sprinkled on the altar. 

24:7 He took the book of the covenant and read it aloud to the people. They replied, 
'We will do and obey all that God has declared.' 

24:8  said, He .people the on it sprinkled and blood the of] rest [the took then Moses
 these all regarding you with making is God that covenant the of blood the is 'This

words.' 
3b)  Rashi 

פרשה זו נאמרה קודם עשרת הדברות, ובארבעה  - ואל משה אמר עלה
  - ויבא משה ויספר לעם:בסיון נאמר לו עלה

 :בחמשה בסיון - וישכם בבקר: בו ביום
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3c) Ramban 
 

והנה הפרשיות כלן באות כהוגן, כי אחר מתן תורה מיד בו ביום אמר השם אל משה 
כה תאמר אל בני ישראל אתם ראיתם כי מן השמים דברתי עמכם )לעיל כ כד(, 

והתחיל לחזור ולהזהיר על ע"ז לא תעשון אתי )שם כ כג(, וציוה אותו ואלה 
והשלים באזהרת הע"ז  המשפטים אשר תשים לפניהם, וכל המצות הבאות אחרי כן,

שימצאו בארץ ובעובדיה )לעיל כג לב לג(: ואמר לו אחרי צוותך זה להם, עלה אל ה' 
אתה ואהרן. והזכירה הפרשה כי משה עשה כמצות ה', ובא אל המחנה ויספר לעם 

כאשר ציוה אותו כה תאמר אל בני ישראל וגו' )לעיל כ את כל דברי ה' )פסוק ג(: 
כאשר ציוהו ואלה המשפטים אשר תשים לפניהם )לעיל  יט(, ואת כל המשפטים

 כא א(, וקבלו הכל בשמחה ואמרו כל אשר דבר ה' נעשה
  

Rav Alex Israel: … according to the Ramban (24:1) and the Ibn Ezra (24:3) when 
Israel issued the famous proclamation of "Na'aseh Venishma - We accept and we 
will listen" (24:7) they were accepting none other than parshat Mishpatim! These 
laws, predominantly Bein Adam Lechaveiro - regulating interpersonal relations, 
governed by an ethic of a law abiding civil society, honesty and mutual assistance, 
form the heart of God's Revelation to us. 

  
  

Source 4: Vayikra 25:55 

 

ם  נה ָ֖ י אֹותָּ אתִּ ר־הֹוֵצֵ֥ ם ֲאשֶּ י ֵהִ֔ ַדַ֣ ים ֲעבָּ דִִּ֔ ֵאל֙ ֲעבָּ ְשרָּ י ְבֵנִּֽי־יִּ ִ֤ י־לִּ ִּֽ ם כִּ יִּ ָ֑ ְצרָּ ץ מִּ רֶּ ַ֣ ֵמאֶּ
ם׃ ִּֽ ֵהיכֶּ ֵ֥ה ֱאֹלִּֽ י ְיהוָּ ָ֖  ֲאנִּ

25:53 [Such a slave] shall thus be the same as an employee hired on a 
yearly basis. If you are aware of it, [you may not let his master] 
dominate him so as to break his spirit 

25:54 If [the slave] is not redeemed through any [of the above means], he 
and his children shall be freed in the jubilee year. 

25:55 [All this] is because the Israelites are [actually] My slaves. They 
are My slaves because I brought them out of Egypt. I am God 
your Lord. 

  

Rav Israel: Many have raised their moral eyebrows at this opening to the great Torah 
code of civil law. Slavery is something that we would expect the Torah - with its 
deliberate sensitivity to human suffering - to outlaw. Does Torah really approve of 
slavery? 

  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=3&CHAPTER=25#C2702
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Did the Jewish people not themselves just get freed from slavey?  
Look at the first of the Aseret Hadibrot! 

ת  א ים ֵאֵ֛ ר ֱאֹלהִִּ֔ ר׃ }ס{ַוְיַדֵבַ֣ ה ֵלאֹמִּֽ לֶּ ֵאָ֖ ים הָּ ֵ֥ רִּ ל־ַהְדבָּ ָ֣ה  ב כָּ ֹנִכ֙י ְיהו  ָֽ א 
ים ִדִ֑ ית ֲעב  ִים ִמֵבָ֣ ַ֖ ֶרץ ִמְצר  יָך ֵמֶאֶ֥ ֹוֵצאִתִ֛ ר הָֽ יָך ֲאֶשֶׁ֧ ֵ֥ה ְלךֵ֛  ֱאֹלֶהֶ֔ ְהיֶּ א־יִּ ִֹּֽ ל

ִּֽי נָּ ים ַעל־פָּ ָ֖ ים ֲאֵחרִּ ֵ֥  ֱאֹלהִּ
 

 SLAVERY”. OF HOUSE THE Egypt, of Land the of out you took who ... Lord the am “I 

  

A Possible Approach 
 

Source 5: Commentary of Shadal on the Torah 
 

התורה אשר דרכיה דרכי נועם ורחמים פתחה משפטיה במשפט ' :]ב[ כי תקנה וגו
העבד והאמה אשר בימי קדם היו נחשבים כבהמה ולא היה השופט דן דינם ורב 

 ריבם נגד אדוניהם
 The Torah, who’s “ways are pleasant” and merciful, opened its ‘judgments’ 
with the law of a man-slave and maidservant who in ancient times were 
thought of and treated as animals. No judge would hear their case in court 
or take up their grievance against their master. 
 
 
R. Israel: His voice joins an entire school of philosophers and commentators 
who all perceive the Jewish institution of slavery and its laws as aiming to 
raise the living conditions, and humanize the status of the slave. We do not need 
to be informed of the sub-human conditions and oppressive legal status that were 
part and parcel of the reality of slavery in the ancient world. According to this 
approach, the Torah in its laws of the slave come to soften, and, if at all 
possible, would hope to eradicate, the institution of slavery.  
 

Incentive to the slave, encouraging him to end his state of servitude: 
Source 6: Devarim Ch. 15 

 
ים יב ָ֑ נִּ ש שָּ ְדךָ֖ ֵשַ֣ ִּֽ ה ַוֲעבָּ יִָּ֔ ְברִּ עִּ ִּֽ י ֚אֹו הָּ ִ֗ ְברִּ עִּ ִּֽ יך הָּ ַ֣ חִּ ר ְלךָ֜ אָּ ֵכֵ֨ מָּ י־יִּ ִּֽ נּו  כִּ ֵ֥ ת ְתַשְלחֶּ יעִִּ֔ ֙ה ַהְשבִּ נָּ ּוַבשָּ

ְך׃ ִּֽ מָּ עִּ י ֵמִּֽ ָ֖ ְפשִּ ם׃ יג חָּ ִּֽ נּו ֵריקָּ ָ֖ א ְתַשְלחֶּ ֵֹ֥ ְך ל ָ֑ מָּ עִּ י ֵמִּֽ ָ֖ ְפשִּ נּו חָּ ֵ֥ י־ְתַשְלחֶּ ִּֽ ֹו  יד ְוכִּ י֙ק לִ֔ ֲענִּ ֲעֵנִ֤יק ַתִּֽ ַהִּֽ
 ָ֖ ֵ֥ה ֱאֹלהֶּ ַרְכךֵ֛ ְיהוָּ ר ֵבִּֽ ֶׁ֧ ך ֲאשֶּ ָ֑ ְקבֶּ יִּ ְרְנךָ֖ ּומִּ גָּ ִּֽ אְנךִ֔ ּומִּ ַֹ֣ צ ֹו׃מִּ ן־לִּֽ תֶּ ֙  טו יך תִּ יתָּ יִֵּ֨ ד הָּ בֶּ ִ֤ י עֶּ ַ֣ ַכְרתִָּ֗ כִּ ִּֽ ְוזָּ

ֹום׃ ה ַהיִּֽ ָ֖ ר ַהזֶּ ֵ֥ בָּ ת־ַהדָּ י ְמַצְּוךֵ֛ אֶּ ֶׁ֧ ֹנכִּ ִּֽ ן אָּ יך ַעל־ֵכֵּ֞ ָ֑ ַ֣ה ֱאֹלהֶּ ְפְדךָ֖ ְיהוָּ ַֽיִּ ם ַוִּֽ יִּ ְצַרִ֔ ץ מִּ רֶּ ַ֣   ְבאֶּ
  

“When you send him away from you, you may not send him empty handed... And remember 
that you were slaves in Egypt and God redeemed you, which is why I am commanding you in 
this matter" 
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Related Halachot 
Resting on Shabbat  
 

Source 7: Shemot 20:10 
 

ה ָ֣ ת  ה א  אכ ָ֜ ל־ְמל  ה כ  ֲעֶשֶׂ֨ א־ת  ָֹֽ ְבְדָךָ֤  ל ָך ע  ְֵֽרָךַ֖ ׀ ּוִבְנָךָ֣ ּוִבֶתֶּ֗ ָך ְוֵגָֽ ְתָ֙ך ּוְבֶהְמֶתֶ֔ ָֽ ֲאמ  ו 
יָך׃ ֶרָֽ ר ִבְשע  ת־ י ֲאֶשֶ֥ ץ אֶּ רֶּ אִָּ֗ ת־הָּ ם ְואֶּ יִּ ַמַ֣ ת־ַהשָּ ה אֶּ ה ְיהוָָּ֜ שֵָּ֨ י֩ם עָּ ת־יָּמִּ שֶּ י ֵשִּֽ ַ֣ כִּ

ת  ָ֖ ֹום ַהַשבָּ ת־יֵ֥ ֵ֛ה אֶּ ְך ְיהוָּ ן ֵבַרֶׁ֧ י ַעל־ֵכִ֗ ָ֑ יעִּ ֹום ַהְשבִּ ַָ֖נח ַביַ֣ ם ַויָּ ר־בִָּ֔ ל־ֲאשֶּ ת־כָּ ַהיָּ֙ם ְואֶּ
ַֽ הּו׃ַוִּֽ  ְיַקְדֵשִּֽ
 

If a master hits his slave and knocks out his tooth or eye, the slave gains 
automatic freedom  
 

Source 8: Shemot 21:26-27 
 

נּו  ָ֖ י ְיַשְלחֶּ ֵ֥ ְפשִּ חָּ ּה ַלִּֽ ָ֑ ֲחתָּ ִּֽ ֹו ְושִּ תָ֖ ין ֲאמָּ ת־ֵעֵ֥ ֹו־אֶּ ֹו אִּֽ ין ַעְבדֵ֛ ת־ֵעֵ֥ יש אֶּ ה אִָּ֜ י־ַיכֵֶּ֨ ִּֽ  כו ְוכִּ
ַחת  נּו ַתֵ֥ ָ֖ י ְיַשְלחֶּ ֵ֥ ְפשִּ חָּ יל ַלִּֽ ָ֑ ֹו ַיפִּ תָ֖ ן ֲאמָּ ֹו־ֵשֵ֥ ֹו אִּֽ ן ַעְבדֵ֛ ם־ֵשֵ֥ ֹו׃ כז ְואִּ ַחת ֵעינִּֽ ַתֵ֥

ֹו׃   נִּֽ  שִּ
 

The slave’s life is no less worthy than any other regular citizen; If a master kills his 
slave, the master is put to death  

Source 9: Shemot 21:20 

ם כ  ֵקִּֽ נָּ ם יִּ ֹקָ֖ ֹו נָּ ַחת יָּדָ֑ ת ַתַ֣ ט ּוֵמָ֖ בֶּ תֹ֙ו ַבֵשִ֔ ת־ֲאמָּ ֹו אֶּ ֹו אִ֤ ת־ַעְבדָ֜ יש אֶּ ֩ה אִֵּ֨ י־ַיכֶּ ִּֽ  ְוכִּ

Rashi 
  - )כ( וכי יכה איש את עבדו או את אמתו

 . בעבד כנעני הכתוב מדבר
 ? או אינו אלא בעברי

 . עולמית, אף עבד הקנוי לו עולמיתתלמוד לומר: כי כספו הוא, מה כספו קנוי לו 
 

  

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 
 

"Freedom is more than an abstract idea. It means (in an age in which 
slavery was taken for granted - it was not abolished in Britain or the 

United States until the nineteenth century) letting a slave go free after 
seven years, or immediately if his master has injured him. It means 
granting slaves complete rest and freedom one day in seven. These 

laws …they turn slavery from an existential fate to a temporary 
condition. Slavery is not what you are or how you were born, but 
something that has happened to you for a while and from which 

you will one day be liberated." 
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Source 10: Code of Hammurabi 
16. If any one receive into his house a runaway male or female slave of the 

court, or of a freedman, and does not bring it out at the public proclamation 
of the major domus, the master of the house shall be put to death. 
17. If any one find runaway male or female slaves in the open country and 
bring them to their masters, the master of the slaves shall pay him two 
shekels of silver. 
18. If the slave will not give the name of the master, the finder shall bring 

him to the palace; a further investigation must follow, and the slave shall be 
returned to his master. 
19. If he hold the slaves in his house, and they are caught there, he shall be 
put to death. 

Nahum M Sarna, ‘Jewish Publication Society Torah Commentary Series: Exodus’, 1991, 
note on Deuteronomy 23:15-16 

 ‘Wherever slavery existed, there were slaves who escaped from 

their masters. Ancient Near Eastern law forbade harboring 

runaway slaves, and international treaties regularly required allied 

states to extradite them. The present law, in contrast, permits 

escaped slaves to settle wherever they wish in the land of Israel and 

forbids returning them to their masters or enslaving them in Israel.’ 

. 23Devarim ChSource 11:  
ל-לֹא טז ד, אֶּ בֶּ יר עֶּ ר-ַתְסגִּ יו, ֲאשֶּ יו-ֲאֹדנָּ ם ֲאֹדנָּ יך, ֵמעִּ ֵצל ֵאלֶּ נָּ ְמך ֵיֵשב  יז.  יִּ עִּ

ר קֹום ֲאשֶּ ְרְבך, ַבמָּ יך-ְבקִּ רֶּ ְבַחר ְבַאַחד ְשעָּ נּו--יִּ  .ַבּטֹוב לֹו; לֹא, תֹונֶּ
23:16  turn not must you ,master his from you with refuge seeks slave a If

master. his to over back him 

23:17  in chooses he wherever you alongside live to allowed be must He
feelings. his hurt to nothing do must You settlements. your 

  

R. Israel: Who is the Hebrew slave that we are talking about? Why would 
one Jew buy another Jew? Why would a Jew sell himself into slavery? 
RASHI (v.2) explains that this is a person who has fallen on hard times 
and cannot meet his debts (See Vayikra 25:39). Alternatively, we are 
talking of a situation where the courts have sold a person who has stolen 
and did not have the financial means to repay his debt (based on 22:2). 
In both cases this is a tremendous opportunity for the slave. Rather 
than being left to fend for themselves, getting deeper and deeper 
into debt, they are offered a place in a home which has to have a 
high regard for their dignity and humanity. The likelihood of 
achieving such conditions in any other way was almost impossible. 

http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=5&CHAPTER=23#C4258
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Source 12: R. Shimshon Raphael Hirsch on Shemot 21:6 
 

   

 
 

“This is the one and only case in which the Torah orders deprivation of freedom as a 
punishment; and how does it order it? It orders the criminal to be brought into the 

life of a family as we might expect a refractory child to be brought under the 
influence of Jewish family life... How careful is it that the self-confidence of the 
criminal should not be broken... it insists that he may not be separated from his 
wife and family... In depriving him of his liberty, and thereby the means to provide 
for his dependents, the Torah puts the responsibility of caring for them, on those 
who ... have the benefit of his labors.” 
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In our parsha, the slave is pictured as saying “I love my master” and requesting to 
stay for a further period of slavery. This shows that slavery, in the mind of the Torah, 
could be a situation that a slave would wish to continue of his own volition. Why?  
 

 
  

The Torah “demands complete equality of the slave with his master and 
the rest of the household, in food, clothing and bedding, so much so that 
it became a popular saying “Who buys a Jewish slave for himself has 
acquired for himself a master.” The moral responsibility is great on both 
sides, ‘The master must treat the slave as a brother and the slave must 

treat himself and behave as a slave.’(Kiddushin 22a)”  
  

SOURCE 13: HUMAN MASTERS AND GOD – Talmud Kiddushin 22a 
 

 
  
“Why the doorpost of all the parts of the house? God said, ‘This is the very doorway 
that were my witnesses in Egypt when I passed over the lintels and doorposts of the 
houses of Israel. It was then that I said “The children of Israel will be slaves to me” and 
not slaves to My slaves, the people who I took from Slavery to freedom. Now this 
person has deliberately acted to acquire a (human) master for himself - let his ear be 
pierced before that doorpost. Why was the ear singled out from all other limbs of the 
body? God said, “The ear which heard my voice at Mt. Sinai saying ‘The Children of 
Israel are My slaves and not slaves to others slaves’ and went and acquired a master 
for himself, let his ear be pierced through” 
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God freed us from servitude in Egypt in order to serve Him. 

 The prerequisite for service of God is the free, un-pressured 

choice of that service. 

 The service God is the meaning and goal of our free lives. When 

God freed us from Egypt, we were freed to serve another 

master. Our new master was not human, He was of a divine 

nature. 
   

Summarizing the assumptions of this approach…. 
Slavery is wrong. However the Torah sees it as unavoidable, impossible 
to eradicate in ancient times. Hence the Torah tries to make certain 
improvements to bring slavery to a tolerable position. In essence 
however, we see the Torah as legislating a fundamentally unethical law 
here. 
 
SOURCE 14: ARTICULATED BEAUTIFULLY IN R. NACHUM RABINOVITCH'S "THE WAY OF TORAH" 
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R. Israel asks:  
Do we simply judge Torah on the basis of morality in the 21st Century? If we take 
contemporary standards as our starting point many Mitzvot need "adjustment." 
From the perspective of our Western lifestyle, many mitzvot, including the 
prohibition of homosexuality, possibly adultery, and maybe the strict laws of 
Shabbat are problematic; after all the notion of not using electricity is rather 
archaic! But we do not challenge these Halakhot. 

  

Source 15: Rav Kook. Letters - Igrot HaRaaya - vol.1 no.89) 
 

 
  

“You should know that slavery, as with all the moral, upstanding ways of God 
“in which the righteous walk and the evil stumble,” never in itself caused any 
fault or error. Slavery is a natural law amongst the human race. Indeed there 
is no difference between legal slavery and “natural” slavery [6]. In fact legal 
slavery is within the jurisdiction of Torah, and is legislated in order to 
control certain flaws, and this, because God anticipated the reality of 
“natural” slavery. Let me explain. The reality of life is that there is rich and 
poor, weak and strong. A person who has great wealth hires poor people - 
legally - in order to do his work. These employees are in fact “natural” slaves, 
due to their socio-economic standing. For example, coal miners. These 
people go to work in the mines of their own free will, but they are in effect 
slaves to their employers ... and maybe if they were actually owned by their 
employer, they would be better off!   ... The rich, with their stone hearts scoff 
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at all morals and ethics. They don’t care if the mines lack air and light even 
if this shortens the life expectancy of their workers, whose numbers run into 
the tens of thousands, many of whom become critically ill. They certainly 
won’t engage in any extra expense to improve working conditions in the 
mines, and if a mineshaft collapses burying workers alive, they don’t care. 
Tomorrow they will find new workers to employ. If these people were 
owned by the master by legal slavery, he would have a financial interest to 
look after their lives and well-being, because they are his own assets.” 

  

Rav Kook continues to develop his theory, adding that that there are certain sectors 
of society who fail when they have to fend for themselves and they thrive when they 
are given direction; “people whose absolute freedom is bad for themselves and 
negative for society”. His belief is that under the moral imperatives of the Torah, the 
lot of these people will be made infinitely better than in the current situation where 
they have become prey for irresponsible industry and charlatan businessmen. 
  
This is certainly a surprising and provocative theory. We have brought only a 
fraction of Rav Kook’s letter, so we have been exposed to but a small section of his 
total argument thereby making it difficult to judge his opinion with objectivity. 
However, I have to say that in an era in which we are fully aware of the problems of 
inner-city decay, homelessness, the sweat shops of Korea and Taiwan, the existence 
of an “underclass” - people so poor and uneducated that they cannot climb out of 
their ignorance and poverty - Rav Kook’s words to seem to contain more than a grain 
of truth! They certainly force me to re-evaluate this issue with renewed respect for 
the unique wisdom of the Torah. 

  
  
  

 


