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A master is obligated to treat any Hebrew serv-
ant or maid servant as his equal with regard to 
food, drink, clothing and living quarters, as im-
plied by Deuteronomy 15:16: "for it is good for 
him with you." The master should not eat bread 
made from fine flour while the servant eats 
bread from coarse flour. The master should not 
drink aged wine while the servant drinks fresh 
wine. The master should not sleep on cushions 
while the servant sleeps on straw. . . . On this 
basis, our Sages said: "Whoever purchases a He-
brew servant purchases a master for himself." A 
master must treat his servant with brotherly love, 
as implied by Leviticus 25:46: "And with regard 
to your brothers, the children of Israel." 
That said, why would anybody want to purchase 
a servant? 
The answer is that the host family that is hiring 
the six year servant understands that you can't 
outsource your obligation to help the disadvan-
taged. They understand that if you want to help 
someone, it’s not enough to write a check. You 
must open up your home and invite the other 
into your family. 
To illustrate this point in a modern context: Ste-
ve, my dear friend and study partner, was an 
officer with the NYPD, serving in the Bronx in 
the seventies. One day, he was called to a store 
where the employees caught someone stealing 
food. Steve approached the suspected thief and 
asked why he stole. The man responded that he 
had three children at home and needed to feed 
them. 
Steve went in to speak to Mr. Hurwitz, the store 
owner. When Mr. Hurwitz heard what the fellow 
said, not only did he refuse to press charges but 
he offered the guy a job on the spot. 
What’s most amazing about this story is that 
within three years the guy moved up from his 
job stocking the shelves to become a store man-
ager. 
This would not have happened had Mr. Hurwitz 
just wanted to help a lost soul. It happened be-
cause Mr. Hurwitz did more than write a check; 
he opened the door and let the other person in. 
And he did more than let him into his backyard; 
he let him into his life. 
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David and Shira Stern had a wedding to go to 

and needed a wedding gift. “Do we really have 
to shell out more cash for another wedding I 
don’t want to go to?” David asked. 

 

Aha! He thought. “We still have that mono-
grammed silver tray from our wedding that we 
never use. I'll just take it to a silversmith and 
have him remove our monogram and put the 
names of the new couple. Voila, one cheap 
wedding present!"  

 

David took it to the silversmith and asked him 
to remove her monogram and put the new one 
on. The silversmith examined the tray carefully, 
shook his head and said, "Buddy, this can only 
be done so many times!"  
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Everyone knows that Rome wasn’t built in a 
day. There isn’t a building site on earth where 
the contractor hasn’t explained away his de-
lays by using that well-worn cliché. But did 
you know that Jerusalem wasn’t built in a day 
either? Nor was the Holy Land. 

 

In this week’s reading, the Almighty tells the 
Jewish people that they will not inherit the 
land of Canaan immediately. It will be to their 
benefit that the conquest of the Promised 
Land be gradual and deliberate. To settle the 
land successfully would take time and they 
were cautioned up front to be patient. The 
process would unfold at a slow but steady 
pace so that there should be a smooth transi-
tion.  

 

I shall not drive them away from you in a single year, 
lest the Land become desolate and the wildlife of the 
field multiply against you. L ittle by little shall I drive 
them away from you, until you become fruitful and 
make the Land your heritage. 

 

Overnight sensations are often just that. They 
don’t necessarily last. Slow and steady, step by 
step, the gradual approach usually enjoys lon-
gevity and enduring success.  

 

Every Jew has a share in the Promised Land; 
not only geographically but spiritually. There 
is a piece of Jerusalem inside each of us. We 
all have the capacity for holiness, sanctity and 
spirituality. But sometimes we may be dis-
couraged from beginning the journey to our 
own personal promised land. The road seems 
too far, the trip too long and arduous. Here G
-d is giving us wise words of encouragement. 
Don’t expect overnight miracles. Don’t say I 
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have a whole country to conquer, how will I do it? Rather 
say where should I start today? Don’t look at the end 
of the road; look at the first few steps you need to 
take right now. Then tomorrow, you will take a 
few more steps and the next day the same and 
before long the whole land will be yours.  

 

If you were just starting your first business venture 
and I asked you, Are you a millionaire? Would you 
say No or would you say not yet, I’m working on it? 
The optimistic entrepreneur will accept that having 
just begun his career he may not have made it big 
yet, but being a go-getter he is convinced that it is 
only a question of time before success will be his.  

 

It should be the same in our Jewish journeys. 
Franz Rosenzweig (1886-1929), was a German-
Jewish philosopher who as a young man actually 
considered opting out of Judaism completely. But 
his intellectual bent compelled him to at least do a 
proper examination of Judaism first. So he went to 
Shul and, as it happened, experienced a spiritual 
transformation. He went on to become a serious 
student of Judaism.  

 

It seems that when Rosenzweig was once asked, do 
you put on Tefillin? his answer was not yet. Not no, but 
not yet –  and there is a critical difference between 
the two. No implies that I am not doing it now nor 
do I have any plans to do it any time soon. Not yet 
means that while presently I may not be there, I 
am still open to the suggestion. Hopefully, the time 
will soon come when I will be ready to make Tefil-
lin part of my daily observance.  

 

The not yet approach is a good one. There is no one 
who does it all. We all have room for growth. We 
should all want to aspire higher. If we don’t prac-
tice a particular good deed at the moment there is 



no reason why we cannot begin doing it in the 
near future. Let us never be discouraged by the 
length of the journey. Let us begin the first steps 
and keep moving. It may be slow but as long as 
there is steady growth we will get there.  

 

Rome wasn’t built in a day and, as a New York Sav-
ings Bank once proclaimed (quoting the Chinese 
sage) a journey of a thousand miles begins with but a 
single step. So if someone asks, do you put on tefillin, 
or do you keep kosher, or do you observe Shabbos, and 
you don’t, please don’t say no. Say not yet.  
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Following the revelation at Sinai, G-d legislates a 
series of laws for the people of Israel. These 
include the laws of the indentured servant; the 
penalties for murder, kidnapping, assault, and 
theft; civil laws pertaining to redress of damages, 
the granting of loans, and the responsibilities of 
the "Four Guardians"; and the rules governing 
the conduct of justice by courts of law. 

 

Also included are laws warning against mistreat-
ment of foreigners; the observance of 
the seasonal festivals, and the agricultural gifts 
that are to be brought to the Holy Temple 
in Jerusalem; the prohibition against cook-
ing meat with milk; and the mitzvah of prayer. 
Altogether, the Parshah of Mispatim contains 
fifty- three mitzvot - -  23 imperative command-
ments and 30 prohibitions. 

 

G-d promises to bring the people of Israel to 
the Holy Land, and warns them against assum-
ing the pagan ways of its current inhabitants. 

 

The people of Israel proclaim, "We will do and 
we will hear all that G-d commands us." Leav-
ing Aaron and Hur in charge in the Israelite 
camp, Moses ascends Mount Sinai and remains 
there for forty days and forty nights to receive 
the Torah from G-d. 
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I cannot claim to have predicted the collapse of 
the Soviet Union upon my return from a five-
week stint in that country in 1987. But neither 
did I come away with the impression that the 
system functioned very well. A case in point was 

an incident that occurred shortly before my arrival 
in Moscow. A car parked in the yard of the Cha-
bad shul was broken into, and valuable equipment 
was stolen. When the caretaker/watchman was 
confronted with this blatant failure to do his job, 
he shrugged, “My job is to make sure that every-
thing’s okay. When something’s not okay— that’s 
not my job!”  

 

That incident reminded me of a story which 
the  Rebbe would often tell about his predecessor 
and namesake, Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
of Lubavitch (1789–1866). The wife of Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel’s youngest son had fallen ill, 
and the doctors were unanimous in their opinion 
that there was no hope of recovery. When Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel was informed of the doctors’ 
verdict, he noted that the Talmud raises the ques-
tion, “From where do we know that a physician is 
allowed to heal?” and answers that this is derived 
from the verse (Exodus 21:19), “And heal shall he 
heal.” “But nowhere,” concluded Rabbi Men-
achem Mendel, “has a physician been given the 
right or the ability to determine that a human be-
ing is incurable.”  

 

The Talmud’s query is a very real question for the 
believer. If a person is stricken with illness only 
because G‑d has determined that he should be ill, 
what use is there in summoning the doctor? It’s 
not only a question of “how do you dare to inter-
fere with G‑d’s will?”— it’s also a matter of “how 
can you think that anything you do will make a 
difference?” The answer given by the Talmud is 
that, indeed, the physician is permitted to 
“interfere” only because G‑d allows— nay, com-
mands— the physician to interfere, and the physi-
cian’s efforts make a difference only because G‑d 
desires that the physician’s efforts should make a 
difference. 
 

Which led Rabbi Menachem Mendel to conclude 
that the physician’s authority and influence are 
strictly limited to the function that the Torah has 
given him. Namely, to heal. Anything beyond that 
is not his job. 

 

While illness and healing provide a dramatic illus-
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enfranchised, and everyone else— but, often, they 
want the problem to be solved NIMBY. 
Used to describe a person or an attitude, NIMBY 
is an abbreviation for Not In My Back Yard. A 
NIMBY might agree that a community or a 
neighborhood needs a half-way house for con-
victs transitioning back to society, but doesn't 
want it placed too close to his or her own home 
or in the neighborhood. (Urban Dictionary) 
The NIMBY attitude is in direct contrast to 
the Torah’s perspective. The Torah’s philosophy 
is that if you are going to heal society’s ills, you 
cannot expect to write a check and have some-
one else solve the problem in some distant part 
of the country. Rather, you must roll up your 
sleeves and “get your hands dirty.” Only then can 
you expect to create positive change. 
This idea is crystallized in the Torah law that is 
perhaps one of the most uncomfortable laws to 
the modern ear: the law of the Hebrew servant. 
At first glance, it seems strange that the Torah, 
the epitome of Divine morality, could condone 
servitude. Upon close examination, however, this 
law contains a deep moral lesson. 
The Hebrew servant is typically someone who 
stole and is unable to repay what they stole. In-
stead of incarcerating the thief— which does little 
to rehabilitate the criminal (the U.S. Department 
of Justice writes on its website that “in a 15 State 
study, over two- thirds of released prisoners were 
rearrested within three years”)— the Torah puts 
forth a system of rehabilitation. 
The criminal becomes a servant for six years, and 
the money earned by his work is used to repay 
the victim of his theft. This service, however, is 
not performed in some faraway prison camp; 
rather the thief is sent to the home of an up-
standing member of the community. The Torah 
expects that in the home of the “master,” the 
thief will find, perhaps for the first time in his 
life, warmth and compassion. 
Now, let’s think about the host family for a mo-
ment. Why would they choose to hire the six-year 
servant in a contract that demands a great deal of 
the master? To quote Maimonides: 

tration of this principle, it applies to all areas of 
life: earning a livelihood, helping the needy, etc. 
We have the ability, the right and the duty to 
make a difference because— and only because—
G‑d has empowered us to make a difference. 
But this authority has its limits. When we reach 
these limits— i.e., when we have truly done eve-
rything that is within our knowledge and capaci-
ty to do— what happens beyond that is beyond 
our domain. 

 

This is why the concept of “despair” is given no 
credence in Chassidism. It is generally assumed 
that there exist two types of people: fatalists and 
activists. The fatalist maintains that things are 
the way they are, and that nothing that anyone 
does really makes a difference. So there is reason 
neither for exultation nor for despair (though 
some would say that the fatalist’s state is one of 
perpetual despair). The activist, on the other 
hand, believes himself to be the master of his 
fate, so he exults over his achievements and des-
pairs when things do not go the way he’s 
planned, believing the latter to be the result of 
his failure to make happen what he wanted to 
have happened. 

 

The Jew is neither, and both. He’s a fatalist, in 
the sense that he believes that whatever tran-
spires is the direct result of G‑d’s will that it 
should transpire. But he’s also an activist: he 
believes that there is much he can do and must 
do, and that what he does makes a difference. 

 

So that Russian watchman did have a valid 
point. To make things right— that’s our job, and 
the joy and fulfillment we experience in our suc-
cesses are real and true. But when we reach the 
limits of what we can do, that’s not failure. It 
simply means that we have done our job, and 
now it’s up to G‑d to do His. 
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Many people have strong opinions on how we 
should solve society's challenges. They may be-
lieve that we have to help the homeless, the dis-
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