Torah and Slavery: Three ldeas Every Jew Should Know

Rabbi Akiva Males

Vayikra — Chapter 25

39 And if your brother becomes destitute with you, and is sold

to you, do not work him with slave labor.

40 As an employee or a [hired] resident, he shall be with you;

until the Jubilee year he shall work with you.

41 Then, he shall leave you he, and his children with him, and
he shall return to his family and resume the status of his
fathers.

42 For they are My servants, whom | brought out of the land of

Egypt they shall not be sold as a slave is sold.

43 You shall not work him with rigor, and you shall fear your
God.

44 Your male slave or female slave whom you may have from
the nations that are around you, from them you may acquire a

male slave or a female slave.

45 And also from the children of the residents that live among
you, from them you may acquire [slaves] and from their family
that is with you whom they begot in your land, and they shall

become your inheritance.

46 You shall hold onto them as an inheritance for your children
after you, as acquired property, and may thus have them serve
you forever. But as for your brethren, the children of Israel, a

man shall not work his brother with rigor.
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My name is Akiva Males. | am a student at Yeshiva Chofetz Chaim in Queens, NY. Recently | have been

wondering about how one could successfully explain the Torah's standpoint on slavery to a contemporary

American audience.

The average American has been raised (justifiably so) to view the concept of slavery as one of the worst

human crimes committed on these shores.

How then are we to explain the fact that the Torah does allow for some form of slavery?
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Granted, the Torah's form is obviously much more humane, however, any form of slavery is based upon the
idea that one man is able to own another man (and his kids) as his own property.

This idea runs contrary to the basic American ideas of freedom, self determination, etc. (consider the "Give
me liberty or give me death" slogan.)

(I ask this in regards to the Eved Cana’ani & not the Eved lvri).

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808 — 1888) in his commentary to the Chumash

Shemos — Chapter 12

NNY )INN) NYR-ON MM N M 43 And the LORD said unto Moses and Aaron: 'This is the
2 99N-ND ,19)-12-D2 :Noan npn  ordinance of the Passover: there shall no alien eat thereof;

NNZM--9DI-MPN ,WON TIY-D2) M 44 but every man's servant that is bought for money, when thou
N2 9onNd N ,INN  hast circumcised him, then shall he eat thereof.

V. 44. n0> npn wR 13y, The consideration of certain circumstan-
ces is necessary, correctly to understand the fact that the Torah presupposes
and allows the possession and purchase of slaves from abroad to a nation
itself just released from slavery, No Jew could make any other human
being into a slave. He could only acquire by purchase, people who, by the
then universally accepted international law, were already slaves. But this
transference into the property of a Jew was the one and only salvation for
anybody who, according to the prevailing laws of the nations, was stamped
as a slave. The terribly sad experiences of even the last century (— Union,
Jamaica 1865) teach us how completely unprotected and liable to the most
inhuman treatment was the slave who in accordance with the national law
was not emancipated, and even when emancipated, wherever he was, looked
upon as still belonging to the slave class, or as a freed-slave. The home of a
Jew was to them a home of freedom. There, he was protected by law
against mishandling, the law courts were accessible to him, and — this
can not be sufficiently valued — had the option if he wished (Yebamoth
48b) of joining, by 7n and n™av, the Jewish bond with God in conjunction
with the rest of the household. He would then become like the children,
a member of the home, and take part, like the children, in the eating
of the Pessach offering which constituted Israel into the People of God.
More, according to the accepted Halacha nobody could place his home
under the guiding protection of God, — i.e., could take part in the Pessach
— who had in his possession a single slave who had not been accepted
y 1 and 7720 as his equal in the bond with God. (That is also why
he slaves in Abraham's household are called v, initiated by him in
he Abrahamitic bond with God. See note on Gen. XIV,14 and 13).



Rabbi Berel Wein - Weekly Parsha — MISHPATIM - Friday, February 20, 2009

The Parsha opens with the issue of slavery. The Torah discusses the laws of servitude, those of a Jewish
servant who voluntarily enters slavery or is sold into slavery for his crimes and those of a non-Jewish slave

who is involved in a situation of possible life-long slavery.

The Jewish slave is a servant for a limited time it is as though he hires himself out for a period of time. The
non-Jewish servant does not have that definition, he is a servant for life, and can be freed only by his

owner's wish. What | find interesting is that the Torah does not address the moral question of slavery itself.

Abraham Lincoln, whose bicentennial is now being commemorated in the United States famously said "If
slavery is not wrong, then nothing is wrong." So the presence of the dry laws regarding slaves in this week's
Parsha strikes the modern sensitivities of Jews as somewhat strange and anachronistic.

Many apologists have attempted to deal with this difficult nettle in the rose garden of the Torah. The Torah
constantly reminds the Jewish people of their own miraculous deliverance from Egyptian slavery.

The rule of the Torah is that what is hateful unto you should not be done by you to others. If so, where is
there room for slavery in the matrix of Jewish life and values? This problem is as | mentioned above, a very
troublesome one. It is an example of our being unable to understand rationally, with human minds and

sensitivities, of the eternal Godly laws of the Torah.

The Torah itself seems to limit if not even prevent the practice of slavery among the Jews. The laws that
proscribe the keeping of slaves lead to the conclusion that one who owns a slave really owns a master over

one's self.

These laws also prevent any violence to be done to the slave so that any form of slavery among Jews
certainly was benighted and uplifted in comparison with the usual forms of slavery that existed in the ancient

world and that remain in our world even today.

Even so, the matter does not rest easily for us for the concept of slavery itself remains somewhat repugnant
to our sensibilities and society. | have no magic solution to this difficulty. My faith is not shaken by it and |

can remain puzzled and yet a believer.

Maybe that is one of the lessons that the Torah wishes to impose upon us. There are situations and laws
that will appear strange to the human mind and difficult to justify and deal with. We will have to admit that
our thoughts are not those of God and that the finite can never understand and appreciate the ways of the

infinite.

The Torah does not justify slavery and it does not ban it either. It tells us that there are laws that govern
such a situation. But essentially it leaves the matter up to human society to deal with. And so it remains

throughout all of human history.



1) Mistreating a slave according to the Torah’s system of slavery
1 P19 07738 NM2YN 07301NY NN MY

IN, P90 N, NPIN2 N, 10V IN 9922 NP NYIDYR TNy TN MYIPY ,D012T NYN2 M- TaY - N

L)

-+ DMINOYNID IR IVYD IR DI INKY NN NP 5 NWN2

TN, TINY RY--PITIN PRY DIIN NYIIN) DIWYR TN 1PN NN 1TV N 1PN« DIINOYNRIL T - 7
PRI PV Y DD DN PTZ,00,XD MNW) 7PY7Y (19,8 MNY) 7Y7 NIX NN 1NN ND 1192 12 DX .IINY V)
INZ 12 72PN RYY ,ITIN ARY M533Y 0IN DI GN--1ININ PN M033Y

D P79 ©139 NY2YN B3NN NP NYN

NDY,PTY 9T 1IN DTN MDY NN 27T MTON NTN T2 PTNY 2 JY GN) 7792 2910 TY2 T2Y2 191 - N
9210 T2Y7 PIN) PN DIIYNRID DXNIN ANPYN D30I 199NN DN INPY? NN 1D 8 NDY 172y DY DY T2

ND ,2IN27 1190 MITLYY : 0>1272 ND) T2 ND NI N 2] (2,09P ©NN) MANI2) T-ON NNV 2YI--OITN
103 NINYNY DX1OD IPXITTI YR 12) DYV YY), NNIZ 1Y 12T NIR, DY) NRYY P2y N2 N2 .NYa)
LQL=2,ND APN) PTNN DN 10220 ;INYY MY ,1022-NOD . .. OTHY 0272 HONHN OTIY VIYN--DNRNN-DN”

TN YITRND DN Y9UNY DX DN IR DIINGY WIT DI DY) DN NIX MNIND NRYN) MR PX)
MNTNZ MY RIN TN YVITRNIY PNITHA 2] .DD1 DY O DNINNI--DIPOTY DXVIYNI DIPNA DIY) NIND N0 NN
TR0 2PN TPAMY” MY, PPY PHNVR--DNIIN 53 (0.00P DPAN) "PYYR-52-2Y, 1NN IR NN, 0N
A, ©127) 7727

2) A degree of consent in the Torah’s system of slavery
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3) Sometimes the Torah’s system of slavery was better than the alternative

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook (1865-1935) was the first Ashkenazi chief rabbi of the British Mandate for Palestine,
the founder of the Yeshiva Merkaz HaRav, Jewish thinker, Halachist, Kabbalist and a renowned Torah scholar. He

was one of the most celebrated and influential rabbis of the 20th century.

From: http://ravkooktorah.org/MISHPATM58.htm

Slavery, Rav Kook explained, is like any other natural phenomenon. It can be used properly and
responsibly, or it can be abused. As long as some people are wealthy and powerful, while others are poor
and weak, the wealthy will hire out the poor to do their labor and will control them. This is the basis of natural

servitude, which exists even if slavery as a formal institution is outlawed.

For example, coal miners are de facto slaves to their employer, and in some ways worse off than legal
slaves. The mine owner often cares more about his profits than his workers. He allows his miners to work
without proper light and ventilation, in poorly built mines. The owner is not perturbed that his workers' lives
are shortened due to their abysmal working conditions. He is not overly troubled that the mine may collapse,
burying alive thousands of miners — he can always hire more.

Yet, if these miners were his legal slaves for whom he paid good money, then the owner would look out for
their lives and welfare just as he watches over his machines, animals, and the rest of his property. For this
reason, the Torah emphasizes that a slave is his master's property. When it is in the master’s self-interest to

look after his slave's welfare, the servant can expect a better, more secure future . . .

The Institution of Slavery

The legalized slavery of the Torah only comes to correct certain potential pitfalls of the natural phenomenon
of slavery. As long as slavery exists, the Torah legislated laws to protect slaves from abuse and
mistreatment. If an owner knocked out his slave's tooth, or caused the loss of any other limb, the slave went

free. An owner who killed his slave was executed, like any other murderer.

Since the destruction of the Temple, however, the Torah's positive influence upon general society has
greatly weakened. The darkness of the Middle Ages severely corrupted natural forms of life, transforming
slavery into a monstrous institution. Instead of protecting the weak by giving them the security of property,

slavery became such a horror that humanity decided it needed to be permanently outlawed.

The Torah's form of servitude must be set aside, until the era when, once again, "Torah will go forth from

Zion." At that time, servitude will provide not only financial security, but also moral and spiritual mentorship.

When the heart has once again become a sensitive vessel of integrity and compassion, it is fitting that the

morally deficient should be taken under the wings of those righteous and wise.

(Gold from the Land of Israel, pp, 139-141. Adapted from Igrot HaRe'iyah vaol. I, p. 89)
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From: http://www.pioneertunnel.com/

Pioneer Tunnel is a horizontal drift mine. Its level tunnel runs 1800 feet straight into the side of the Mahanoy
Mountain. You make the trip in comfort, riding in open mine cars pulled by a battery-operated mine motor.
The temperature inside the mine averages 52 degrees, so a sweater or jacket is recommended. The tour
lasts about 35 minutes. Deep inside the mine, you will alight from your car and follow your miner-guide as
you are given an explanation of how coal is mined. There are storyboards inside the mine depicting the

mining operation . . .

Ashland lies in the anthracite coal region of eastern Pennsylvania. Although the area abounds in mines, in
the early sixties not one was open to the general public. So in May 1963, Pioneer Tunnel, which ceased
operation in 1931, was retimbered and reopened as a place where visitors could experience a real
anthracite coal mine. The Tunnel affords visitors an opportunity to learn how anthracite coal is mined. It
shows how a vein of coal lies between rock and strata; it has a gangway, manways, and chutes. Part of the
Tunnel is timbered and part lies in solid rock and requires no timbering. Our guides are experienced miners
who know mining thoroughly. Visitors ride into the Tunnel on mine cars rebuilt to carry passengers; the
motive power is provided by an electric mine motor. Deep inside the Tunnel, guests alight from the cars to

follow their guides as they give an explanation of deep-mining methods . . .
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