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The Labor Movement and Jewish Tradition – New Ways to Move Forward 
Rabbi Marc Israel 

 
As we prepare to celebrate Labor Day this weekend, I want to take the 
opportunity to share some teachings on Jewish law as it relates to the role of 
workers.  
 
Before I do, however, I want to make an important distinction between 
workers’ rights and labor unions.  For most of the last 150 years, these two 
terms have generally been synonymous and for very good reason.  Labor 
unions were formed to give workers a collective voice and collective 
bargaining at a time when industrial abuse was rampant. For decades, labor 
unions have been the best tool available to protect worker’s rights.  But, labor 
unions are just that – a tool to protect workers rights, they are not the rights 
themselves.  When I speak of Jewish tradition and worker’s rights, I am 
speaking about the need to ensure that workers receive fair and timely 
wages, that they receive appropriate time off, that they have safe working 
conditions and that the workers and their work are treated with kavod - 
dignity.  
 
The Torah introduces workers rights from its very onset – with the creation 
of the world, God introduces the concept of Shabbat.  We often take the 
notion of Shabbat for granted, but the idea of having a day to refrain from 
working did not exist prior to the Torah.  In creating Shabbat, God 
established that to be human is more than just to exist. It is to have time to 
reflect and consider, to spend time with family and community, to rest and to 
refresh. Prior to the introduction of Shabbat, there was no such distinction. 
There was no value assigned to resting.  Shabbat changed that, and in so 
doing, changed the nature of our understanding of how we interact with our 
world. 
 
To be clear – the Torah values both work and rest.  The Torah (Dueteronomy 
5:13-14) states: Sheshet yamim ta’avod v’asitah kol melachtecha – six days 
you shall work – u’vayom hashvi’i shavat la’Adonai Eloheicha lo ta’aseh kol 
melachah – and on the 7th day is a Shabbat for your God, you shall not do any 
work.  Elsewhere, the Torah (Exodus 31: 16-17) tell us that this day of rest is 
“shavat vayinafash” – a day of rest and refreshment. The Torah is giving us 
two different commands - we are commanded to work 6 days and we are to 
rest on the 7th day.  Both work and rest are important, both work and rest are 
needed.   
 
But both the Torah and the rabbis recognize that an employer, by definition, 
has power over the worker and, therefore, the worker needs additional 
protections.  The Torah, in next week’s parasha Ki Teitze (Deuteronomy 
24:14-15), teaches us “You shall not abuse a needy and destitute laborer, 
whether a fellow countryman or a stranger in one of the communities of your 
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land. You must pay him his wages on the same day, before the sun sets, for he 
is needy and urgently depends on it; else he will cry to the Lord against you 
and you will incur guilt.”  To me, this is the central text in considering these 
issues, and everything else is commentary to it. The Torah recognizes the 
need to step in to protect those who lack the power to protect themselves, for 
God to be the guarantor of the rights of the workers and God will hold 
employers accountable if they are abusing their workers. 

 

And the Torah is also concerned with the dignity of the poor workers, 
teaching us that if you go to a person’s home to collect on the collateral 
for a loan, “you must not enter the person's house to seize the pledge. You 
must remain outside, while the person to whom you made the loan brings 
the pledge out to you.” It goes further to state that if the person is truly 
destitute and would need the collateral, “you shall not go to sleep in the 
pledge; you must return the pledge to the person at sundown, that s/he 
may sleep in his/her cloth and bless you; and it will be to your merit 
before Adonai your God.” I think that this last phrase is important – 
rightfully and legally, one could argue that if you have been give a pledge, 
or collateral, for a loan, that you should be able to hold it until the loan is 
repaid.  The Torah seems to recognize this by using the phrase, tih’yeh 
tz’dakah lifnei Adonai Eloheicha – it will be to your merit before God, 
suggesting that this goes beyond what would normally be expected to do 
the “right[eous] thing.” 

In each of these areas, the rabbis take the Biblical concepts of: 
 
 Paying wages on the same day as the work is completed 
 Ensuring that indentured servants leave with the means to establish their 

own livelihood 
 Protecting the individual’s dignity 
 
and they further expand upon the concepts and flesh them out in the real 
world situation that they are living, 1000 years after the Torah was given at 
Sinai.  They teach that withholding one’s wages is “as if you have taken that 
person’s life” (Baba Metzia 112a).   
 
Furthermore, the rabbis teach, that an individual employer must follow the 
local customs when it comes to giving “benefits.”  In the language of the 
Mishnah, it teaches “If one hired laborers and ordered them to work early 
and late- (in) a place where it is customary not to work early or not to work 
late, one has no right to compel them. (In) a place where it is customary to 
give (them) food; to provide relish, one must provide relish; everything 
(must be done) according to the local custom.” (Mishnah Baba Metzia 7:1) 
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The Torah and the rabbis clearly see that the mitzvot and the halachah 
teaching the responsibility to protect the workers.  But they also are careful 
to note that employers are also protected from excessive demands of the 
employees – often using the same texts as their proofs.   
 
Labor unions, of course, are a modern concept that were not known to the 
rabbis. But they have their antecedents in workers guilds which, in the time 
of the Talmud, were each responsible for developing their own set of 
workplace guidelines.  One of the primary commentaries on the Talmud, the 
Tosefta, explains that “The wool workers and the dyers are permitted to say 
‘we will all be partners in any business that comes to the city.’ The bakers are 
permitted to establish work shifts amongst themselves. Donkey drivers are 
permitted to say ‘we will provide another donkey for anyone whose donkey 
dies.’” (Tosefta Baba Metzia 11:24-26). There are provisions to indicate that 
if a worker is neglectful, the rules may not apply, such as a donkey driver 
who abuses his donkey.  But again, throughout rabbinic literature we find 
support for workers to gather together and advocate for themselves, and 
even to strike when their demands are not met. 
 
It is no wonder, therefore, that from the inception of the labor movement in 
America, Jewish individuals and the Jewish community have been heavily 
involved. From Samuel Gompers, found of the American Federation of Labor 
(AFL) to Andy Stern, the recently retired president of the Service Employees 
International Union, Jews have played a central role in founding, sustaining 
and transforming America’s labor movement. And this is a history for which 
our community should claim rightful pride – all Americans have benefited 
from the battles that were fought and won by the labor movement. I have 
also personally benefit from the labor movement – both of my grandfathers 
were members of labor unions, and I have strong memories from childhood 
of bringing coffee my dad’s father and the men (it was all men at that time) 
on strike at the factory that where he worked as the foreman. 
 
However, as I stated from the outset, labor unions and protecting workers 
rights are not synonymous.  As we have transitioned into a global economy, 
we have seen numerous examples where, in the name of protecting workers, 
labor unions have refused to adapt and compromise, leading to the loss of 
jobs and lowering of wages.  Perhaps the most famous example of this was a 
situation in Seattle, where a local office of the International Machinists union 
defied even their national office’s admonitions and encouraged its workers to 
vote down a contract offer from Boeing.  The result was the loss of more than 
10,000 jobs in Seattle, as Boeing immediately sought bids from other states 
to build its new airplane factory.  Here in Philadelphia, the Convention Center 
was losing contract bid after contract bid to other cities and other venues 
because its labor contract forbid exhibitioners from using non-union 
employees.  When 4 of the 6 unions reached a compromise deal with the city, 
several trade shows signed new contracts with the convention center, 
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indicating that they would not have done so under the old rules. In the 
meantime, employees of the other two unions who refused to compromise 
are now without jobs.  
 
At the same time, we have also seen certain non-union corporations, 
including Whole Foods, Starbucks and Costco, who have been targeted for 
action by the unions, even though they provide benefits and wages above 
industry standards. In the education field, questions have been raised across 
the political spectrum regarding the union’s opposition to educational reform 
and charter schools and their role in protecting non-performing teachers. 
 
It is in this atmosphere that the Perelman Jewish Day School labor dispute 
has taken place. The Jewish Exponent, the Philadelphia Inquirer and others 
have covered this dispute in great detail and so I will assume that most of you 
are aware of the basic situation and perhaps a great deal of details. As the 
largest feeder synagogue into the school, many of us here today are students, 
parents, teachers and board members. I am not going to address the specific 
question regarding the board’s decision to end the contract with the 
Teacher’s union, but I do want to address some of the issues and concerns 
that have come up since that decision was announced. 
 
In numerous articles and blog posts, people have questioned how a Jewish 
school, with our community’s strong history and current connections to the 
Labor movement, could make a claim of “religious exemption.” Some of those 
opposed to the decision have claimed the board was “immoral and unethical” 
and that taking its action violated halachah. They have specifically pointed to 
a teshuvah of the Committee on Law and Jewish Standards, titled “Work, 
Workers and the Jewish Owner.”  This teshuvah was written by Rabbi Jill 
Jacobs and it is important to note that I consider her one of the great 
contemporary teachers on Judaism and social justice.  I used this teshuvah 
extensively in preparing to speak today, and especially for the source 
material that I referenced previously.  However, it is also important to note 
that the teshuvah itself states that the conclusions of the this teshuvah “apply 
to workers paid by the hour, including maintenance people, security guards, 
servers, delivery people and other low-wage workers whom the synagogues, 
Jewish institutions or Jewish employers may hire.”  It is not about teachers.  
Rabbi Jacobs claims it still applies, but I have been told that the Committee on 
Law and Jewish Standards only passed this teshuvah when it was limited to 
the workers indicated above. Therefore, despite the claims of the author, I 
believe that the use of this teshuvah as a claim against the board is wholly 
inappropriate. 
 
One can agree or disagree with the board’s decision and whether or not it is 
in the best interest of the school and the teachers.  What is clear, especially 
following this week’s NLRB decision, is that the board acted within its 
authority.  When speaking about this issue, it is also important to remember 
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that the board members and the teachers are not some “other” – they are all 
part of our community, as evidenced in this room, where we have members 
who are administrators, teachers, board members and parents.  The board 
members made their decision based on what they believed to be the best 
interests of the long-term health of the school.  One can disagree – even 
disagree strongly – with their decision without vilifying them or their 
motives. One can also disagree with the process by which they made their 
decision without assuming the worst about their intentions. As leaders with a 
fiduciary responsibility for the school, they – right or wrong – made the 
decision they felt would help the school to be financially stable. 
 
At the same time, one must understand the degree of insecurity that this 
decision had for the teachers, many of whom depend on this income for their 
livelihood.  In an era that has seen lower enrollments and closing of several 
Schechter schools throughout the country, teachers are legitimately 
concerned that they can now be let go at a moment’s notice and that they will 
not have any recourse.  Their fear is real, and, ironically, it is the same fear 
that some board members claim led to their decision – hoping to avoid a 
similar fate here. I hope that all of us agree that having quality Jewish day 
schools is an important sign of the health of a Jewish community, regardless 
of whether or not we sent our children there. 
 
Many people advised me not to speak on this subject today, concerned that it 
would be likely to enflame the debate.  I hope it is clear that this is not my 
purpose, nor do I expect that to be the outcome of my talk. Rather, I feel 
passionately that it is important to talk about this today because there are 
important Jewish values at stake here. Those values must be upheld 
regardless of whether or not there is a union.  And I believe, based on my 
experience, this can be done when we focus on the positive ways that board 
members, teachers and the administration can work together. 
 
During the months since the Board’s original decision was made, I have had 
numerous opportunities to speak with teachers, Board members, members of the 
administration, parents (and even students) about the changes which will result 
from the Board’s decision. And those changes are significant.   
 
Through my discussions, I have found that, once we move beyond the 
question of union or no union, there is a great deal of interest in finding 
solutions that address the teachers concerns. These conversations have 
convinced me that on the core issues that impact the teachers concerns, there 
are no differences that are not reconcilable, no gaps that are not bridgeable 
and no place where assurances are not possible.  On the contrary, people 
from all sides have expressed a genuine desire to restore a sense of security 
and partnership in ways that will best serve the school and the teachers.  
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In particular, I want to recognize Lisa Richman and Aaron Freiwald. As 
president of the teacher’s union and as the board’s leading spokesperson, 
they have been portrayed at the forefront of the dispute.  However, I had the 
opportunity to talk with the two of them together, and during the course of 
our conversations, they both indicated that they “hope to demonstrate for 
our children, and for the community as a whole, the true meaning of how to 
conduct oneself in the case of a dispute that is l’sheym shamayim – with an 
understanding that we can continue to fight and disagree about an important 
issue, while acting in a way that maintains the other’s dignity.”  They were 
able to find common ground on a number of issues.  If Lisa and Aaron were 
able to sit down together and talk about how to best move things forward, 
isn’t it time for the rest of the community to do likewise? 
 
I stood by my decision to speak on this difficult topic today because I think it 
represents some important issues in Jewish tradition, both in terms of worker’s 
rights and in terms of how we conduct oneself in a dispute.  It is okay to have honest 
disputes – disputes l’shem shemayim – but we need to conduct ourselves in such 
disputes in the right way.  Just as this week’s parasha’s exaltation, tzedek, tzedek 
tirdof, justice, justice though shalt pursue, is understood that even in the pursuit of 
justice, one must act in a just manner, so too, in a dispute like this, all parties all 
called upon to conduct themselves in a way that upholds the other’s dignity and that 
seeks to ensure that the process of making a decision is done in the most 
appropriate manner. 
 
Moreover, the legitimate concerns of the teachers should not disappear just 
because the NLRB case has been dismissed.  The issues that have been raised 
in a variety of forums are important and it is incumbent on the 
administration and the board to work with the teachers to create policies 
that provide the teachers with a layer of protection that has been lost now 
that there is no union. 
 
And I believe it is incumbent on the entire Jewish community, and especially 
the Conservative movement here in Philly, to stay involved in this issue and 
not hide away because of fear of controversy. Regardless of whether or not 
there is a teacher’s union, there are important issues at stake here with 
regards to worker’s rights, the health of the school, the quality of our 
children’s education and the general well-being of the Jewish community.  
We must find new models to work together as one community to create a 
new model that protects our teachers’ rights as employees and that benefits 
the school, and ultimately the broader community. 
 
As we head into Labor Day, I believe that we stand at a time when there are 
very real and important questions being raised about the role of labor unions 
in today’s society.  These questions must be answered and will likely lead to 
new solutions. Judaism does not dictate a particular solution, but it does 
provide us with the values by which to judge those solutions.  An important 



7 
 

aspect of those values is how we conduct the debate, always working to 
recognize the humanity in one another – just as Lisa and Aaron were able to 
do – even when we are in the height of the debate.  I hope that just as the 
Jewish community has done for the last 150 years and the last 3000 years, 
that we will find ways to use the ancient values from our timeless texts to 
help find common ground and to work together to find new tools that work 
for our new global economy and that will provide the protection for our 
workers and all vulnerable members of our community.  This is what we 
learn from the Torah; this is what the rabbis did in the time of the Talmud 
and this is why so many Jews were involved in the formation of the labor 
movement of the 20th century.  As we work to find these new solutions, I 
hope that we will accept this mandate and find new ways to provide a light 
that will lead our community forward. 
 
Shabbat shalom. 


