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This week’s portion begins by discussing laws pertaining to slavery.  How is it possible that Judaism can even tolerate the concept of slavery?  After all, the very origin of our religion is in our redemption from slavery!

One way to understand slavery within the Torah is that it is not slavery the way we understand slavery, but rather it is a long-term contractual relationship between two people.  A person agrees to work for someone, and in return he is provided with food and board for his whole family.  

But the important thing is that it is a contractual relationship, which the so-called “owner” or “boss” can violate.  The proof of this is contained in the law in this week’s reading that if the owner causes bodily damage to the servant, than the servant may go free.  In other words, if the owner violates his contract, than the contract is declared void.  

Further proof of the contractual, legal relationship is seen in the opening words of the parshah.  If one declares that he wishes to be a slave forever, then the master takes him to court where he pierces the servant’s ear.  Usually the significance of this act is explained from the perspective of the servant.  But let’s look at it from the perspective of the “owner.”  

Before he enters into a long-term relationship, he must take the servant to court, where he must perform a ritual under the watchful eye of the Judge.  In doing so he is reminded, that even though he has signed a life time contract with his servant, nevertheless the contract still is governed by the rule of law.  In other words he is not the unconditional owner of the servant, rather he is in a business relationship which is completely subject to the rule of law.

In short, the laws of slavery in this parshah teach us that it is a strictly regulated concept.  It is a business relationship, which has built within it strong legal protections for the worker.

