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“I am Not Your Slave — 1 Only Work for You”
- Rabbi Meir Schweiger

1) Exodus — Chapter 21

(2) When you acquire a Hebrew servant — he shall work for
six years, and, in the seventh year, go to his freedom gratis.
(3) If he entered alone, he shall go out alone; if he is
married, his wife goes out with him. (4) If his master gives
him a woman, and she bears him children — the woman and
children shall be the master’s, and he shall go out alone. (5)
And if the servant will surely say: | love my master, my
wife, and my children — I will not go out free. (6) Then his
master shall being him near to the court, bring him near to
the door and doorposts, pierce his ear with an awl — and he
will thus be a slave forever.

Rashi (ibid)

(2) When you acquire — From the hands of the court who
sold him for his theft, as it is written (Exodus 22:2): “If he
has nothing to pay, he shall be sold for his theft”...

(3) If he entered alone — That he was not married... The
term *“alone” means with his garment, namely that he came
as is — alone. Alone he shall go out — This teaches us that if
he were not married at the outset, his master cannot give
him a Caananite slave in order to breed more slaves. If he
is married — to an lIsraelite. Then his wife shall go out
with him — But who brought her in that she needs to go
out?! But the text is teaching us that one who acquires a
Hebrew servant is obligated to support the servant’s wife
and children. (4) If the master gives him a woman — From
here we derive that the master has the option of giving him
a Caananite slave for the purpose of breeding. (5) My wife
— the Caananite. (6) And they shall pierce his ear — the
right one....And why is the ear pierced and not any other
limb of the body?! R. Yohanan b. Zakai said (Kiddushin
22b): This ear, which heard at Mt Sinai, “Don’t steal” and,
nevertheless, stole — let it be pierced. And in the case of one
who sells himself — this ear that heard at Mt. Sinai
(Leviticus 25:55) “that the children of Israel are My
servants”, and went and acquired a master for himself — let
it be pierced...And he will serve him forever — until the
Jubilee.
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2) Leviticus — Chapter 25

(35) And if your brother is poor and his hand is falling with
you — strengthen him, a stranger and a resident, in order
that he should live with you. (36) Do not take from him
interest and usury — fear YHWH, your G-d, so that your
brother will live with you. (37) Do not give him money
with interest and do not take extra for the food you give
him. (38) 1 am YHWH, your G-d, Who took you out of the
land of Egypt to give you the land of Caanan, to be to you a
G-d. (39) If your brother by you is poor and is sold to you —
do not give him to do the work of a slave. (40) As a hired
worker, a resident, he shall be with you, until the Jubilee
shall he work with you. (41) Then will he go out from you
— he and his sons with him; and he will return to his family
and to the possession of his ancestors will he return. (42)
Because they are My servants whom | took out of Egypt —
they shall not be sold in the manner of a slave. (43) Do not
rule over him harshly — fear your G-d. (44) But the slaves
that will be yours, from the nations that surround you —
from them you should acquire slaves. (45) And also from
the residents that dwell with you — from them and from
their families that are with you who were born in your land,;
and they shall be to you as a possession. (46) And you shall
inherit them and hand them down to your children after you
to take as a possession — you must enslave them forever;
but to your brother, the Israelite — do not rule over him
harshly.

Rashi (ibid)

(39) The work of a slave — work that is degrading, which
makes him discernible as a slave — he should not go behind
the master, carrying his towel to the bath house, nor should
he help the master put on his shoes. (40) As a hired
worker, as a resident — work of the land, craftsmanship —
treat him like other hired hands. Until the Jubilee — if the
Jubilee occurs before the six years are ended — the Jubilee
takes him out. (41) He and his sons with him — Rabbi
Shimon said: If he was sold, who sold his sons?! But from
here we derive that his master is obligated to support his
children. To the possession of his fathers — to the honor of
his fathers, and one should not make light of this. The
possession —the strength/established. (42) They shall not
be sold as a slave — by announcement: “There is a slave
here to be sold”, and he shall not place him upon the selling
block. (43) Do not rule over him harshly — work that is
unnecessary, in order to afflict him. Do not say to him:
“Warm this cup for me”- when the master has no need for
it; “Hoe under this vine until | return”. Perhaps you will
say: No one will know whether I need it or not, and | will
tell him that | need it — therefore the Torah says: “And you
shall fear”. (46) A man to his brother — this includes the
way a prince treats his countrymen or a king his servants -
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they shall not rule harshly.

7992 MTIY NOW PRIVNI

3) Deuteronomy — Chapter 15

(7) If there will be among you an indigent person, from one
of your brothers, in one of the gates in your land that
YHWH, your G-d, is giving you — do not strengthen your
heart, do not close your hand from your brother, the poor.
(8) For you should surely open your hand to lend him
whatever is necessary to fill the lack which he has. (9)
Beware lest there be stray thoughts in your heart saying:
Behold the seventh year, the sabbatical vyear, is
approaching; and your eye will look begrudgingly toward
your brother who is poor, and you will not give him; and he
will call out upon you to YHWH and you will have a sin.
(10) Surely give him, and do not give him begrudgingly;
for because of this matter, YHWH, your G-d, will bless you
in all of your endeavors and all the work of your hands.
(11) For poor people will not cease to exist in the land —
hence | am commanding you saying: Surely open up your
hand to your brother, to your poor, and to the indigent in
your land. (12) If your Hebrew brother or sister will be sold
to you — he shall work for you for six years and, in the
seventh year, send him from you to his freedom. (13) And
when you send him to his freedom from you — do not send
him empty-handed. (14) Surely give him a severance gift
from your sheep, your granary, your winepress; from
whatever YHWH, your G-d, has blessed you with — give
him. (15) And you should recall that you were once a slave
in the land of Egypt and YHWH, your G-d, delivered you —
therefore, | am commanding you regarding this matter
today. (16) And if he shall say to you: “I will not leave you
because | love you and your home” because it is good for
him to be with you. (17) And you shall take the awl, place
it in his ear by the door — and he shall be your slave forever;
and also to your maid shall you do this. (18) Do not find it
difficult in your eyes when you send him to his freedom
from you - for he has worked doubly for you for six years;
and YHWH, your G-d, will bless you in all that you do.
Rashi (ibid)

(12) When there will be sold to you — through others - the
text discusses one who is sold by the court for his theft....
(14) Surely give him a severance gift — this is the
language of an adornment, high and visible — it should be
noticeable that you treated him well. There are those who
explain that it is a language of loading up his neck. From
your sheep, your granary, your winepress — | might think
that you give him only these items — therefore the text says:
“From your blessing” — from all that your Creator has
blessed you with. And why did it single out these items?
Just as these are items of blessing, so too any other object
which is an item of blessing...(15) And you shall recall
that you were a slave — And | adorned you, once and then
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a second time — from the spoils of Egypt and then from the
spoils of the Red Sea. So, too should you adorn him twice.
(18) Because he has worked doubly — From here we
derive that a Hebrew servant works both in the day and at
night, which is double the work of a day laborer. And what
is his work at night — his master gives him a Caananite
maid who will breed babies for the master.
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4) Leviticus 19:13

Do not exploit your friend, and do not steal; do not keep by
you the wages of a hired worker, overnight, until the
morning.

Deuteronomy — Chapter 24

(14) Do not oppress a hired laborer, who is poor or
indigent, from among your brothers, or the stranger that is
in your land, in the gates. (15) On that very day give him
his wages; see to it that the sun does not set upon him, for
he is poor, and to it, he lifts up his soul; so that he shall not
call out to YHWH upon you, resulting in sin being ascribed
to you.

Rashi —Leviticus (ibid)

Until morning — The text is speaking of a day laborer, who
finishes working at sunset. Therefore the time for collecting
his wages is the whole night. And in another place it says
(Deuteronomy 24:15) “And the sun shall not set upon him”
— that is speaking about a night laborer, who finishes
working at dawn. Hence his collection time is the whole
day. The Torah gave the employer a 12 hour period to find
money to pay his worker’s wages.

Rashi — Deuteronomy (ibid)

(14) in your land - this includes wages for hiring animals
and utensils. (15) And to it he lifts his soul — To the wages
he raises his soul to die — he goes up a ramp or hangs on a
tree.
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5) Maimonides — Laws of Slaves

Chapter 1, Halacha 5

Whether one sells himself or is sold by court, he is not to be
sold publicly on a selling block or in a side street, in the
way that slaves are sold, as it is written: “They shall not be
sold as slaves”. Rather he is sold privately in a respectable
manner.

Halacha 6

It is forbidden to harshly work any Hebrew servant. What is
the definition of harsh labor? It is work that has no defined
limit or work that has no purpose, where the only purpose is
to occupy the worker. From here, the Rabbis said that one
should not say to his servant: Hoe under the vines until |
come back — for he did not set a limit. Rather he should say:
Hoe until this hour or up to that that point [in the field].
Similarly, he should not say: “Dig a hole in that spot”,
where it is unnecessary. And it is forbidden even to have
him warm up or cool off something, which is
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unnecessary... Ravad - this is his understanding. But the
Rabbis did not explicate what is meant by “no limit”. In
fact, they were prohibiting a situation where the master
said: “Work until I return” and he delayed in coming back
to the point where it was distressful to the worker. And this
is a matter which is given to G-d to adjudicate. The master
can always claim: “I was unable to come back on time”, but
G-d knows what his intentions were. And regarding this it
is written: “And you should fear your G-d”....

Halacha 7

With respect to any Hebrew servant, it is forbidden for the
Jew who acquired him to have him do tasks that are
degrading, the types of jobs that are relegated to slaves. For
example, to have the servant carry his towel to the bath
house; or remove his shoes, as it is written: “Do not give
him to do the work of a slave”. Rather he should treat him
as a hired laborer, as it is written: “As a hired laborer, as a
resident, he shall be with you”. It is permitted to have him
cut the master’s hair or launder his clothes, or bake for him.
But the master is forbidden to make him work in the public
bath house or give haircuts to the public or bake for the
public. If the servant worked in these professions before he
was sold, then the master is allowed to continue to have
him do so....These laws apply to a Hebrew servant because
he has been humiliated through his sale. But, in the case of
a regular Jew who was not sold, it is permitted to have him
do menial jobs since he willingly agreed to take on this
work.

Halacha 9

The owner is obligated to treat his Hebrew servant or maid
in a manner equal to him with regard to food, drink,
clothing, and lodging, as it is written: “Because it is good
for him to be with you” — You should not eat bread made of
fine flour and give him to eat bread made of coarse flour;
you should not drink aged wine and give him to drink fresh
wine; you should not sleep on quilts and give him straw to
sleep on; you should not live in the city and have him live
in a village or vice-versa, as it is written: “And he will go
out from you” — from here the Rabbis inferred that one who
acquires a Hebrew servant is like one who acquires a
master for himself. And one is obligated to act towards the
servant as a brother, as it is written: “And towards your
brother, the Jew”. Nevertheless, the servant should conduct
himself as a servant in all those jobs that he does for the
master.

Chapter 3, Halacha 12

What is the difference between one who sells himself and
one who is sold by the court? The one who sells himself
does not have his ear pierced — the one sold by the court
does; the one who sells himself is prohibited to have
relations with a Caananite maid — the one sold by the court
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is given a maid by his master; the one who sells himself can
be sold to a non-Jew — the one who is sold by court can
only be sold to a Jew, as it is written: “When your brother is
sold to you” — the court can sell him only to you; the one
who sells himself can be sold for six years or more — the
one sold by the court can only be sold for six; the only who
sells himself is not given severance gifts when he leaves —
the one sold by the court is.

Chapter 9, Halacha 8

It is permitted to work a Canaanite slave harshly. Although
this is the law — it is the manner of the pious and the way of
wisdom that one should be compassionate and pursue
justice. He should not unduly subjugate the slave and not
harass him; he should give him to eat and drink from
whatever food he has. The earlier generation of Rabbis
would have their servants eat from whatever cooked food
they ate, and they would feed their slaves and animals
before they sat down to eat. Behold it is written: “As the
slaves look to the hand of their master...” (Psalms 123:2).
Similarly, he should not humiliate him through word or
action — he was given to be a servant by the text, not to be
humiliated. Nor should he excessively shout at him....
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6) Deuteronomy — Chapter 23

(25) When you come [as a worker] into your neighbor’s
vineyard, you may eat as many grapes as you desire, but
you may not put any into a receptacle. (26) When you come
into your neighbor’s standing corn, you may pluck ears
with your hand, but you should not lift a sickle on your
neighbor’s standing corn.
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