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recall the endless numbers who suffered 
under the Greeks and Romans. Or those 
forced into hereditary slavery through a 
legitimized slave trade under 15th century 
Catholicism in Portugal. Needless to say, 
our collective memory still harbors horrific 
scenes from the Gulag under Stalin and the 
deathly work camps under the Nazis. 

Despite the difficulties of defining slavery 
today, it appears that no less than 40 million 
people worldwide are in some form of slav-
ery (!) For instance, 24.9 million people are 
in forced labor, and 4.8 million persons are 
sexually exploited (Wikipedia). 

In conclusion, observe the Torah’s treat-
ment of a Jewish slave. First, “You shall not 
work him with slave labor!” Indeed, the 
Artscroll defines such an impoverished indi-
vidual as an “indentured servant” whose 
masters must treat him with such consid-
eration that the sages declared (Kiddushin 
20a) that, ‘one who buys himself a slave buys 
himself a master.’” 

Because, as “Hashem’s servant,” it is sac-
rilegious to sell him on the auction block; he 
is to be purchased discreetly and may not 
be assigned degrading or menial tasks. Fur-
thermore, the master must provide for the 
servant and his family. Finally, when the 
Jubilee year comes around, the servant and 
his family are freed to return to their previ-
ous property.  

Shabbat Shalom!
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Slavery – No 
More!

Today, in our PC world, if you type the 
word “slave,” your editing program tells you 
to replace the term with “enslaved person.” 

Notably, The Torah recognizes various 
types of slaves and distinguishes, in our Par-
sha, between Jewish slaves and non-Jewish 
slaves. Of significance, however, long before 
today’s enlightened computer programs, the 
Jewish ethos prevailed and struck a very 
humanistic and sensitive approach to the 
whole question of enslaved people.

Perhaps the foundation of the Jewish 
“attitude” to slavery emerges from two fun-
damental bases. The first is that as slaves 
in Egypt, we, as a people, understood the 
meaning of suffering and the deprivation of 
a person’s right to self-determination and to 
make life choices.

But of greater import is that as much as 
the master believes he owns his slaves (for 
whatever reasons they entered into the mas-
ter-slave relationship), the Torah stresses 
that the “ownership” of life is in the hands 
of Hashem. Especially regarding Jewish 
servants, Hashem would remind us that we 
left being Pharoah’s slaves so that we might 
serve Him. 

We tend to think of enslaved Africans 
when we talk about slavery. But we should 


