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Torah and Slavery: Three Ideas 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. 
  

ד  לט עֲבֹ֥ ִֽ ךְ לאֹ־תַּ ר־לָָ֑ ךְ וְנִמְכַּ יךָ עִמָָּ֖ י־יָמ֥וּךְ אָחִִ֛ וְכִִֽ

בֶד ת עִָֽ דַּ וֹ עֲבֹ֥  :בָּ֖

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

until the Jubilee year he shall work with you. 
  

ל  מ ָּ֖ יֹב  ת֥ הַּ ד־שְנַּ ךְ עַּ הְיֶֶ֣ה עִמָָ֑ ב יִִֽ יר כְתוֹשָָּ֖ כְשָכִ֥

ךְ ד עִמִָֽ ִֽעֲבֹ֥  :יַּ

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. 

  

וֹ וְשָב֙  מא וּא וּבָנֶָ֣יו עִמָ֑ ךְ הָּ֖ עִמָָּ֔ ִֽ וְיָצָא֙ מ 

וּב יו יָשִֽ ֥ת אֲבֹתָָּ֖ וֹ וְאֶל־אֲחֻזַּ חְתָּ֔  :אֶל־מִשְפַּ

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

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

רֶץ  מב אֶֶ֣ ם מ  אתִי אֹתָָּ֖ ֥ ם אֲשֶר־הוֹצ  י ה ָּ֔ ֶ֣ י־עֲבָדַּ כִִֽ

בֶד רֶת עִָֽ וּ מִמְכֶ֥ כְרָּ֖ א יִמִָֽ ֹ֥ יִם ל  :מִצְרָָ֑

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

God. 
  

יךָ מג אֱלֹהִֶֽ ִֽ אתָ מ  ָּ֖ רֶךְ וְיָר  וֹ בְפָָ֑ ה בָּ֖ א־תִרְדֶ֥ ִֹֽ  :ל

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. 

  

ם  מד גּוֹיִִ֗ ת הַּ ֶ֣ א  ךְ מ  הְיוּ־לָָ֑ ר יִִֽ תְךָָּ֖ אֲשֶֶ֣ אֲמִָֽ ִֽ בְדְךָ֥ וַּ וְעַּ

האֲשֶר֙  בֶד וְאָמִָֽ וּ עֶ֥ ם תִקְנָּ֖ הֶ֥ ם מ  יכֶָּ֔ ת   :סְבִיבֶֹ֣

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. 

  

ם  מה הֶֶ֣ ים עִמָכֶם֙ מ  גָּרִִ֤ ים הַּ וֹשָבִִ֜ תִֽ י הַּ ם מִבְנ ֵ֨ גְַּ֠ וְְ֠

ידוּ  ר הוֹלִָּ֖ ם אֲשֶ֥ ר עִמָכֶָּ֔ חְתָם֙ אֲשֶֶ֣ וּ וּמִמִשְפַּ תִקְנָּ֔

אֲחֻזִָֽ  ִֽ ם לַּ ם וְהָי֥וּ לָכֶָּ֖ רְצְכֶָ֑  :הבְאַּ

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. 

  

שֶת  מו יכֶם֙ לָרֶֶ֣ חֲר  ִֽ ם אַּ יכִֶ֤ ם לִבְנ  ם אֹתִָ֜ לְתֵֶ֨ ִֽחַּ וְהִתְנַּ

ם  יכִֶ֤ ח  דוּ וּבְאֵַּ֨ עֲבָֹ֑ ִֽ ם תַּ ם בָהֶֶ֣ ה לְעֹלָָּ֖ אֲחֻזָָּ֔

רֶךְ וֹ בְפִָֽ ה בָּ֖ א־תִרְדֶ֥ ִֹֽ יו ל יש בְאָחִָּ֔ ל֙ אִֶ֣ ִֽי־יִשְרָא   :בְנ 

________________________ 

 

Dear -----, 

My name is Akiva Males. I am a student at Yeshiva Chofetz Chaim in Queens, NY. Recently I 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? 

https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9926#v=39
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9926#v=40
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9926#v=41
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9926#v=42
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9926#v=43
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9926#v=44
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9926#v=45
https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9926#v=46


 2 

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 Ivri). 

________________________________ 

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

Shemos – Chapter 12  

יאֹמֶר יְהוָה אֶל  מג הֲרֹן-וַּ זאֹת , מֹשֶה וְאַּ

ח פָסַּ ת הַּ כָר-בֶן-כָל  :חֻקַּ ל בוֹ-לאֹ, נ   . יאֹכַּ

43 And the LORD said unto Moses and Aaron: 'This is the 

ordinance of the Passover: there shall no alien eat thereof;  

ת, עֶבֶד אִיש-וְכָל  מד לְתָה --כָסֶף-מִקְנַּ וּמַּ

ל בוֹ, אֹתוֹ  . אָז יאֹכַּ

44 but every man's servant that is bought for money, when thou 

hast circumcised him, then shall he eat thereof.  

 

 



 3 

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 I 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 I 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. I have no magic solution to this difficulty. My faith is not shaken by it and I 

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.  



 4 

1) Mistreating a slave according to the Torah’s system of slavery 

בָ  הָרַמְׁ נֵה תּוֹרָה לְׁ כּוֹת עֲבָדִים פֵרֶק "מִשְׁ  הם הִלְׁ

עֲנִי - א  חֲמִשָה דְבָרִים--עֶבֶד כְנַּ צְמוֹ בִשְלוֹשָה, נִקְנֶה בַּ כֶסֶף:  וְקוֹנֶה אֶת עַּ שְטָר, נִקְנֶה בַּ חֲזָקָה, אוֹ בַּ חֲלִיפִין, אוֹ בַּ אוֹ , אוֹ בַּ

כֶסֶף; בִמְשִיכָה צְמוֹ בַּ שְ , וְקוֹנֶה אֶת עַּ בָרִים, טָראוֹ בַּ י א   . . .  אוֹ בְרָאש 

בָרִים - ד י א  ד בְרָאש  יצַּ וָּנָה:  כ  בְדוֹ בְכַּ כֶה אֶת עַּ מַּ ינָן חוֹזְרִין, הַּ בָרִים שְא  רְבָעָה א  עֶשְרִים וְאַּ רוּת--וְחִסְרוֹ אֶחָד מ  וְצָרִיךְ , יָצָא לְח 

לָא .  גֶּט שִחְרוּר תוֹרָה א  ן לָמָה לאֹ נֶאֱמָר בַּ ן"אִם כ  הֶן, (כו,שמות כא" )יִןעַּ "וְ ( כז,שמות כא" )ש  יִן:  לָדוּן מ  ן וְעַּ ה ש  מוּמִין , מַּ

ינָן חוֹזְרִין גָּלוּי וְא  ר--שֶבַּ ינוּ חוֹז  גָּלוּי שְא  ף כָל מוּם שֶבַּ רוּת, אַּ  .יָצָא הָעֶבֶד בוֹ לְח 

בָ  הָרַמְׁ נֵה תּוֹרָה לְׁ כּוֹת עֲבָדִים פֵרֶק ט"מִשְׁ  ם הִלְׁ

עֲבֹד בְעֶבֶד - ח עֲנִי בְפֶרֶךְ מֻתָר לַּ דִין כָךְ  .כְנַּ ל פִי שֶהַּ ף עַּ ף צֶדֶק, וְאַּ חְמָן וְרוֹד  חָכְמָה שֶיִהְיֶה אָדָם רַּ י הַּ רְכ  ת חֲסִידוּת וְדַּ וְלאֹ , מִדַּ

ר לוֹ צַּ בְדוֹ וְלאֹ י  ל עַּ כְבִיד עֻלּוֹ עַּ הוּ, יַּ שְק  אֲכָלוֹ וּמִכָל מַּ הוּ מִכָל מַּ שְק  הוּ וְיַּ אֲכִיל  חֲכָמִים הָרִאשוֹנִים הָיוּ נוֹתְנִין לָעֶבֶד מִכָל   .וְיַּ

בְשִיל שֶהָיוּ אוֹכְלִין בְשִיל וְתַּ צְמָן, תַּ ת עַּ ל סְעוֹדַּ מוֹת וְהָעֲבָדִים עַּ בְה  קְדִימִין מְזוֹן הַּ ר   .וּמַּ י הוּא אוֹמ  י עֲבָדִים"הֲר  ינ  יַּד -אֶל, כְע 

יהֶם י שִפְחָה--אֲדוֹנ  ינ  הוּ  (.ב,תהילים קכג" )בִרְתָהּיַּד גְּ -אֶל, כְע  ז  ן לאֹ יְבַּ יָד וְלאֹ בִדְבָרִים, וְכ  כָתוּב  :לאֹ בַּ בְדוּת מְסָרָן הַּ לאֹ , לְעַּ

ס  .לְבוּשָה עַּ רְבֶה עָלָיו צְעָקָה וְכַּ ר עִמוֹ , וְלאֹ יַּ בַּ לָא יְדַּ תא  חַּ ע טְעָנוֹתָיו, בְנַּ ח בָהֶן   .וְיִשְמַּ בַּ טּוֹבִים שֶהִשְתַּ י אִיוֹב הַּ רְכ  ן מְפֹרָש בְדַּ וְכ 

ס-אִם" בְדִי--אֶמְאַּ ט עַּ אֲמָתִי, מִשְפַּ בֶטֶן-הֲלאֹ.  . .  .עִמָדִי, בְרִבָם  :וַּ נִי עָשָהוּ, בַּ יְכֻנֶנּוּ; עֹש   (.טו-יג,איוב לא" )בָרֶחֶם אֶחָד, וַּ

לִים  גּוֹיִים הָעֲר  לָא בַּ זוּת מְצוּיָה א  כְזָרִיוּת וְהָעַּ ין הָאַּ בְרָהָם אָבִינוּ  .וְא  רְעוֹ שֶלְּאַּ קָדוֹש בָרוּךְ , אֲבָל זַּ ל שֶהִשְפִיעַּ לָהֶם הַּ וְהֶם יִשְרָא 

ת דִיקִים הוּא טוֹבַּ תוֹרָה וְצִוָּם בְחֻקִים וּמִשְפָטִים צַּ כֹל--הַּ ל הַּ חְמָנִים הֶם עַּ קָדוֹש בָרוּךְ הוּא שֶצִוָּנוּ לְהִדָמוֹת   .רַּ ן בְמִדוֹתָיו שֶלְּהַּ וְכ 

ר , בָהֶם חֲמָיו"הוּא אוֹמ  ל, וְרַּ עֲשָיו-כָל-עַּ ם  (.ט,תהילים קמה" )מַּ ח  מְרַּ חֲמִין עָלָיו--וְכָל הַּ ן"שֶנֶּאֱמָר , מְרַּ מְךָ -וְנָתַּ חֲמִים וְרִחַּ לְךָ רַּ

 (. יח,דברים יג" )וְהִרְבֶךָ

2) A degree of consent in the Torah’s system of slavery 

 

Sefer Hachinuch 

 

. . . 

 

http://www.mechon-mamre.org/i/t/t26c3.htm#2
http://www.mechon-mamre.org/i/t/t2731.htm#13
http://www.mechon-mamre.org/i/t/t26e5.htm#9
http://www.mechon-mamre.org/i/t/a0513.htm#18


 5 

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 vol. I, p. 89)  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashkenazi_Jews
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chief_rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mandate_for_Palestine
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yeshiva
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Merkaz_HaRav
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intellectual
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Halacha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kabbalah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
http://ravkooktorah.org/MISHPATM58.htm
http://www.ravkooktorah.org/book-gold.htm
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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 . . . 

 

http://www.pioneertunnel.com/

