
In Parshat Mishpatim, this week’s Torah portion, we are still at Mount Sinai. 
 
After receiving the Tablets with the Ten Commandments, there are many more laws and 
regulations that the Children of Israel need to hear about. 
 
In this context, I hope you agree with me that it is extremely baffling that the very first 
law that we hear about is ‘when we acquire a Hebrew slave…’ What is going on here? We 
have just left Egypt! We are at the very beginning of getting slavery out of our system, 
and this is the first rule that we need to hear about? After everything that we went 
through as slaves to the Pharaoh in Egypt, after all our suffering, is the Biblical text 
sanctioning slavery as an acceptable practice? 
 
There are at least two possible approaches here. 
 
One, is the one that the Etz Hayim Humash suggests. The Etz Hayim Humash starts by 
explaining that the slavery that the Torah is presenting is totally different than the one 
the Children of Israel suffered in Egypt. In Egypt the Children of Israel suffered cruel 
and permanent bondage, until God came to our rescue. The slavery model presented by 
this week’s parsha, still according to the Etz Hayim, happens as a consequence of people 
who have to sell their labor for a fixed time to repay a debt or as consequence of 
bankruptcy. The Etz Hayim Humash proceeds to explain that the Torah presents a 
system where individuals are expected to serve God and not a human master. This will 
lead to strengthening the rules protecting the rights of the slaves and, eventually, to the 
complete rejection of slavery, in any of its forms. 
 
This last portion of the Etz Hayim explanation leads to the second possible approach. 
This second approach is based on the very special relationship that exists between God 
and the Children of Israel. Maybe there is room to hear the expression ‘when you 
acquire a Hebrew slave’ a little bit differently. 
 
This second reading is informed by Midrashic text, which is found in Midrash Shemot 
Rabbah 30:5, which reads: 
 
“…When you acquire a Hebrew slave…” The Holy Blessed One said to Israel: I acquired 
you in Egypt with the ten plagues I showed you, as it is said, “Your deeds are wonderful 
and my soul knows it well” (Psalm 139:14). 
 
The use of the term acquire in this Midrash invites us to read it as a sign of the very 
special love that God has for Israel. 
 
We find the exact same use of this term in the Song of the Sea, two weeks ago, when the 
text makes a reference to ‘the People which I acquired.’ 
 
Rabbi Aviva Richman summarizes this position in a beautiful way. She writes, 
“acquiring, like God, involves a vision of identity that is not embedded in being 
subjugated to others, but comes from the freedom of self-definition.” 
 



The text in this week’s Torah portion, suggesting that the Hebrew slave is put to work 
for six years to be set free on the seventh, could be interpreted as a parallel to the story 
of Creation in the Book of Genesis. In Genesis, after the sixth day, God rests, enjoying 
everything that God has created and giving nature an opportunity to rest as well. 
 
This is exactly what Shabbat represents for us, week after week, after week. Six days we 
create, we work hard. On the Sabbath, on the seventh day, we are granted the 
opportunity to enjoy the fruits of our labor. We have the privilege to celebrate our 
relationship with the Creator. 
 
If, God forbid, someone has to sell him or herself as a slave, at the end of a six-year 
period, they are, not only entitled but almost forced, to go back and celebrate their 
relationship with the Creator. 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
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